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To Esraa


Preface

A shallow sectarian narrative continues to dominate discussions about Bahrain and the Gulf in academic circles and the media alike. This prompted me to embark on this project as a matter of immediate relevance and urgency. The first seeds were planted while excavating Bahrain-related documents in the British colonial archives. I realized how similar were the language and thoughts of early-twentieth-century British colonial officers to many writings in English on the Gulf today. Not only were the same ethnosectarian divisions and terminologies used, but the political coding and interpretations of society through such categories also remained remarkably constant. The difference was that the starring ensemble of ethnicities and sects kept switching in their roles of ‘opposition’ and ‘loyalists’ across time. Indeed, academic writings of our age often rely directly and uncritically on the British colonial archives for much of the resources and literature that form their views of Bahrain and the Gulf, so it is not surprising that they would adopt a similar outlook.

My initial focus was on tracing the roots of the ethnosectarian gaze that dominates narration on Bahrain and the Gulf, thoroughly critiquing it, and excavating the material and mental imprints the colonial experience had on the islands. This effort eventually materialized into a paper published in the British Journal for Middle Eastern Studies. My attention subsequently turned towards a goal that I came to view as much more important. I wanted to trace the rise of the first modern nationalist and trans-sectarian social and political movements in Bahrain, which emerged at a similar time as the first ethnosectarian mobilization on the islands. The roots of these movements have been completely neglected in the English literature. Just as the ethnosectarian gaze has dominated the discourse on Bahrain, it has also served to hide and obscure these other narratives. These first modernist movements, rich and varied in their thoughts and aims, were quickly and erroneously dismissed by British officers as ‘Sunnis’. Nearly all of the English-language literature on Bahrain focusing on this period has followed in the same colonial footsteps, by similarly reducing these movements to broad ethnosectarian labels. In contrast, quite a substantial literary and political tradition flourishes in Arabic texts that continues to critique and draw inspiration from these first modernists.

Hence, in addition to analysing the roots of ethnosectarian mobilization in Bahrain, an equally important goal was to shed light on the thoughts and actions of these first individuals that brought and reshaped the al-Nahda renaissance in Bahrain and the Gulf. The primary aim of the book became narrating the complexities and currents of the first quarter of the twentieth century, when the first buds of nationalist, liberal, and Islamist thoughts and practices on the islands grew. Modernity did not take only one form in the Gulf, and it certainly was not only ethnosectarian.

 

This book’s narration is aimed towards a general readership as well as an academic audience. Hence, for the sake of fluidity, I have minimized direct debates and engagements with the academic literature or placed them in the footnotes.1 Wherever possible, I have placed hyperlinks to primary documents available online, particularly from the British colonial archives, in order to allow direct access and interaction with the original material.2

This work would not have been possible without the support of a great many individuals and institutions. Several friends and colleagues, as well as two anonymous reviewers and journal editors, gave their advice and comments on the article that was eventually published in BJMES. Whilst I had individually acknowledged their contributions in the article, I also feel that they need to be collectively acknowledged here.

The book is one of the first in the Oneworld series Radical Histories of the Middle East, and I am lucky enough to be on its editorial board. The great Abdel Razzaq Takriti proved a constant support as a dear friend, intellectual interlocutor, and commentator on this book. So has Mezna Qato, who continues to be a never-ending fountain and guide in my pursuit of knowledge. Eskandar Sadeghi-Boroujerdi provided great help both in his roles as editor in BJMES and as co-editor in this series, and so did Novin Doostdar, Siavush Randjbar-Daemi, Paul Nash, and Jonathan Bentley-Smith. David Inglesfield’s careful copy-editing of the manuscript deserves special praise. Talal al-Rashoud, Hamad al-Rayes, Mahmood Almahmood, Nelida Fuccaro, Alex Boodrookas, Abdulhadi Khalaf, Ghasan Asbool, Bader al-Noaimi, Claire Beaugrand, and Toby Dodge have provided valuable commentary on different drafts of the book. I am particularly indebted to Ussama Makdisi for his thorough and insightful review of the text.

The arguments presented in this book were vastly enriched and nuanced by the constant discussions and debates I had with many brilliant individuals. I found myself constantly referring back to my brother, Saad, and his unrivalled grasp of the social history of Gulf notables. Ali al-Zumai deserves special mention for alerting me to the knowledge gap on al-Nahda in the region. Discussions with Omar Shweiki, Mazen al-Masri, Robert Carter, Ahmad al-Owfi, Sultan al-Amer, Wafa al-Sayed, Tareq al-Rubei, Raid al-Jamali, Rima Majed, Adam Hanieh, Sarah Kaiksow, Madawi al-Rasheed, Marc Valeri, Nader Kadhim, Rashid al-Jassim, and Nimr Sultani have also helped immensely in shaping my thoughts. Tanya Lawrence and Laleh Khalili have suggested helpful readings.

The initial ideas for the book materialized while spending time in UNC Chapel Hill as a Carnegie Corporation Visiting Fellow at the Carolina Center for the Study of the Middle East and Muslim Civilizations in summer 2015, a particularly fruitful time for which I am especially indebted to Charles Kurzman, Evelyne Huber, John Stephens, and John Pickles. Some work on the manuscript was done while completing a 2016 summer fellowship at the Middle East Institute at the National University of Singapore, for which I am grateful. The final touches on the book benefited from the 2017 conference ‘Arab Traditions of Anti-Sectarianism’ that was hosted by the University of Houston and Rice University, and masterfully organized by Abdel Razzaq Takriti and Ussama Makdisi.

The study was completed while I continued to work at the Gulf University for Science and Technology in Kuwait, my university base since September 2010. The largest institutional support continued to come from the Gulf Centre for Development Policies in Kuwait, particularly its board members Ali Khalifa al-Kuwwari, Ali al-Zumai, Jasem al-Saadoun, and Fahad al-Zumai. Special thanks are also due to Abdul-Wahab al-Enezi, my colleague at the centre, for his assistance in copy-editing the text. Many more have contributed directly or indirectly to this work, and I beg their forgiveness for not mentioning all here.

Above all, my greatest thanks goes to my mother, Aysha, my brother, Saad, my uncle Abdulaziz, and the rest of my family for their continued and unwavering support. The principles, traditions, and wide smile of my father, Hesham, continue to provide the energy and motive in all that I write and do. The period spent finishing this book was blessed through sharing its moments with my better half, Esraa al-Muftah, to whom it is dedicated.

 

 

 

1 Hence, explicit engagement with the debates in the scholarly literature on colonialism, sectarianism, Bahrain, and the wider Gulf has been minimized and approached indirectly throughout the arguments of the book. Citations and references are restricted to works that I directly used for information or arguments.

 

2 To keep the text simple, I have opted to employ simple transliteration without any diacritics throughout. In transliteration, the ʿ symbol is used to denote ‘ain’, while the ʾ symbol is used to denote ‘hamza’.


Introduction: Approaching Absolutism, Nationalism, and Sectarianism in the Gulf

‘Of the whole population of about 100,000 souls, some 60,000, chiefly townsmen, are Sunnis and about 40,000, mostly villagers, are Shiʿas.’1

Thus did Lorimer, the legendary British colonial officer, begin his discussion of Bahrain in his famous Gazetteer, presenting his population census figures for the islands in the early twentieth century. Using ‘Sunnis’ and ‘Shiʿas’ as the basic units of analysis when discussing Bahrain, the Gulf, and the Arab world more generally, remains the dominant mode of thought even in the twenty-first century.2 It seems obligatory that any discussion of the region opens with a passage similar to the above. Such an ethnosectarian reading runs across the Western political spectrum, from the right to the left. The celebrated leftist intellectual Noam Chomsky, for example, would opine:

Bahrain is about 70% Shiʿa, and it’s right across the causeway from Eastern Saʿudi Arabia, which is also majority Shiʿa, and happens to be where most of the oil is . . . By a curious accident of history and geography, the world’s major energy resources are located pretty much in Shiʿa regions. They are a minority in the Middle East, but they happen to be where the oil is.3

Disregarding the dubious evidence for these estimates,4 the quote serves primarily to show how such sect-based readings of the region remain pervasive throughout the West, even within so-called progressive circles. Furthermore, these sectarian demarcations are usually intersliced with ethnic cleavages – Arab, Persian, Huwala, Baharna, Kurds – that are presented as primordial, clear-cut and unshifting identities that are products of age-old local rivalries – in the words of President Obama, ‘rooted in conflicts that date back millennia’.5

This book seeks to destabilize such preconceptions and provide an alternative window of view. It takes as its case study a country that, as Chomsky’s quote shows, has become a poster child for discussing ethnosectarian political practice and mobilization in the region. Specifically, it presents a new reading of events in Bahrain in the period of the first quarter of the twentieth century. This marked the first time in the island’s modern history that overt mobilization based on ethnosectarian identities became a predominant feature of politics. Something changed during this period. Suddenly, the prescribed ethnicities and sects of the different groups became the paramount factor in politics, and political mobilization and practice became ethnosectarian.

Equally significant, and in many ways constituting a much more important goal of this book, is to reveal the other political thoughts, discourses, and movements that emerged during this period, and which such ethnosectarian readings have served to hide and obscure. This period also witnessed the rise of the al-Nahda renaissance in Bahrain, extending its currents from areas elsewhere in the Arab and Muslim world into the Gulf. The thoughts, writings, speeches, and actions of the individuals that formed this group laid the first seeds of Nationalism, Arabism, Liberalism, and Islamism in Bahrain and the wider Gulf. This first group of local modernist reformers, whose thoughts later came to dominate politics on the island throughout the twentieth century, have been completely ignored in the English literature, being reduced by the British colonial officers and most writings since to labellings based on sects and ethnicities. To my knowledge, not a single study written in English has tackled this first group of al-Nahda reformers in Bahrain, whether within the literature on the Gulf or al-Nahda more widely in the Arab world. This is despite the extremely prominent and crucial role they continue to play in shaping the political and cultural scene of Bahrain and the wider Gulf, particularly the subsequent rise of Arab nationalist, Islamist, and leftist forces. Central to understanding these newly emerging thoughts and movements would be highlighting the actors, leaders, discourses, myths, spaces, and actions that led to their emergence and constituted their body of traditions that were produced, transmitted, modified, and carried across people, time, and space.6

The episodes covered in this book are important not only because they were the first modern case of sectarian and nation-alist mobilization in the Gulf, but also because they occurred in a period that long preceded the advent of oil, the ‘rentier state’, or Islamism in the region, mantras that have become staple explanations in today’s analysis of ethnosectarianism. Instead, this was a period that witnessed the fall of regional empires, both the Ottoman in Turkey and the Qajar in Iran, combined with the planting of the first seeds of the emergent new states in the region. This was also a time that marked the height of colonial intervention in the Arab world, and Bahrain was ground zero for British presence in the Gulf. New modern discourses and modes of thoughts also began emerging, not least of which was al-Nahda, the literary and intellectual renaissance that swept across the Arab world in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Why did overt ethnosectarian mobilization emerge in Bahrain during this period? Why was it so marked in comparison to areas surrounding it, including those with a similar socio-economic make-up such as Kuwait and eastern Saʿudi Arabia, which witnessed barely any similar bouts of ethnosectarianism during this time, and indeed up until the emergence of the Islamist wave in the 1970s? Were there other political discourses and visions that competed and interacted with ethnosectarianism? Equally importantly, how did observers that came from outside, particularly colonial officers from the West, come to read such societies mainly in ethnosectarian terms? Are there lessons and parallels that can be drawn out for other regions and time periods from what happened in Bahrain? These are the questions that will guide the book’s narration.

First, though we must tackle a central question: what is meant by ethnosectarianism?7 As some have noted, ethnosectarianism – which we will also refer to as sectarianism for short – can take on a multitude of meanings, and often the term serves more to obfuscate than illuminate. While the term ‘sectarianism’ is usually associated with regions such as the so-called ‘Middle East’, Ussama Makdisi perceptively remarks that it is rarely used to describe the United States, where racial groupings and categorization also take on a central role in political practice.8 For my purposes here, I take (ethno)sectarianism to mean political mobilization, practice, and discourse that is primarily defined in ethnosectarian terms and categories.9 It is a process through which race, ethnicities, religions, sects,10 and other such ‘primordial’ social categories take on the role of being the central factors in determining how political power dynamics are read and practised within a society, whether by the state or other social actors.

This book will argue that political practice that is primarily based on ethnosectarian readings in Bahrain is a product of the contestations and mobilizations that occurred in the period of increasing British colonial involvement in the early twentieth century. Two groups of factors will be put forward as playing a paramount role in shaping the conjuncture of the emergent sectarianism.11 The first is by now a standard modernist reading of the rise of nationalism and sectarianism, but which has surprisingly been barely applied in the Gulf setting.12 This reading emphasizes the overlaps, cleavages, and intersections between class, social background, geography, ways of life, and modes of thoughts across different individuals and groups, and the ways these have been transformed with the advent of new modes of production and economic activity in the ‘age of capital’.13 The new economies and technologies that emerged, particularly in transport and printing, had a profound impact on redrawing people’s conceptions of space and time. The appearance of steamships and the printing press on the scene, coupled with new forms and organization of business and economic activities, led to increasing movement and geographical redrawing of the urban and rural social environment. These tectonic shifts had a marked impact on the ideas and discourses that defined how individuals came to articulate their relationship with others around them, and these ideas in turn also impacted events on the ground in an inter-feeding dynamic. Particularly important in this respect will be the relationship between the ruling family and the residents of the agricultural villages and urban towns in Bahrain through the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

The other factor that this book will emphasize as playing a decisive role in the rise of ethnosectarianism is the colonial experience.14 Especially crucial will be the role of the colonial experience in shaping the political system and the nature of the state in the islands. Two concepts will become paramount in understanding this colonial experience in Bahrain. The first is the colonial ethnosectarian gaze; a way of approaching and understanding local society that defined ethnosectarian cleavages as the main codes for evaluating the actions of local actors. Hence, the British employed a systematic approach to colonial rule that coded issues of local political power, practice, and discourse primarily through an ethnosectarian lens.

This gaze was complemented by a tendency towards marketing interference as ‘benevolent imperialism’, a hallmark of late British colonialism. As part of their ‘civilizing’ mission, British officials often displayed a noticeable concern about the treatment of certain societal segments that they identified using the ethnosectarian gaze, particularly minorities or groups they marked as being collectively oppressed or unfairly treated. In order to implement some form of perceived fairness in treatment between these different ethno-sect groups, ideas of consociations and proportionality were introduced in political practice.

The second central concept to understanding the colonial encounter is ‘divided and contested rule’,15 which emphasizes the particular version of rule employed by the British at the height of their involvement in the island. With the advent of Lord Curzon’s imperial ‘forward policy’ in the gulf, and increasingly to ward off other imperial interests, Britain actively divided sovereignty between itself and the local ruler, with actors on the island faced with at least two possible sources of jurisdiction. Britain took over jurisdiction of ‘foreigners’, while the ruler had sovereignty over ‘locals’. The British defined these legal categories through an ethnosectarian lens, and increasingly so did other actors, creating a cross-pollinating dynamic between sectarianism and divided rule.

Thus, conceptions of ethnicities and sect overrode all other political identifiers and differences under the British colonial gaze in the early twentieth century. These ethnosectarian differences were framed as clear-cut primordial aspects of identity that then defined each person’s political role and agency. In turn, they were sharpened and provided a legal formal footing by the institutions and classifications of the modern state, particularly under the dynamics of divided rule.

Of the many different forms of political mobilization that emerged at the social level, two different yet intermeshing forms are emphasized. One would be political mobilizations based on ethnosectarian, identity-specific demands and grievances, with equivocal, sometimes even friendly views towards British rule. The other, largely ignored or misrepresented in the English literature, took a nationalist, trans-sectarian, anti-colonial tone, having its roots in an antithetical view of modernity to that held by British colonialism. The discourse of this movement traced its root to the al-Nahda renaissance that arose across the Arab world in the latter part of the nineteenth century. These multiple visions of modernity would intermesh and clash in 1920s Bahrain, with the contradictions and tensions unleashed at the popular mobilization level continuing to morph, collide, reshape, and cross-breed across Bahrain’s twentieth century, their lingering effects and products felt until today.

Finally, this book will also trace the roots and rise of modernized absolutism in Bahrain, through which domestic political power was monopolized in a dynastic ruler, backed up by a modern and rationalized system of governmental bureaucracy.16 My main contention will be that Bahrain was the first birthplace of modernized absolutism in the Gulf. As the system of divided rule rapidly destabilized and fell apart during the first two decades of the twentieth century, the British moved to completely take over local rule, deposing the old ruler and installing his more pliant son in his place. Concurrently, the old order that relied on a balance of a localized and diffused constellation of power sources was wiped out, and a set of drastic reforms aimed at rationalizing the state bureaucracy and monopolizing power in its hands ensued. From the British point of view, Bahrain would rapidly become the role model of modernized absolutism for its neighbours in the Gulf.

Through its narration, the book aims to challenge the epistemic validity of the ethnosectarian assumptions that underline the majority of writings on Bahrain, the Gulf, and the wider Arab world, whether on the period in question or more generally. It provides a new reading of events in Bahrain at the dawn of the twentieth century, as well as of British rule during that period. It utilizes a wide range of Arabic sources, departing from the previous literature that has relied almost exclusively on British archives. Particularly, it becomes paramount to elucidate the role played by al-Nahda in Bahrain – something that has been completely ignored in English-language writings – through an extensive discussion of its central characters and the transnational flow of ideas between them.

Furthermore, the narration of events in Bahrain will be tied to the practices and writings on colonial rule elsewhere, showing the similarities, differences, and continuities displayed in relation to Bahrain. Finally, the book provides a novel interpretation of the rise of absolutist rule in Bahrain and the Gulf more generally by emphasizing its roots in the colonial experience and as a reaction to rising local movements of opposition. Thus, sectarianism, absolutism, and nationalism rose concurrently in a period of colonial divided rule that was defined by clashes of different forms and contestations of modernity. Ultimately, this radical interpretation of history aims to push and break through rigid and static conceptualizations of Bahrain and the Gulf. By doing this, I hope to contribute towards a historiography that is more deeply engaged and empathetic with the region and its people, freed from pigeonholing by their sect, ethnicity, or any other preconceptions.

 

 

 

1  Qatar Digital Library (henceforth QDL), ‘Gazetteer of the Persian Gulf. Vol. II. Geographical and Statistical. J G Lorimer. 1908’ [238] (265/2084), IOR/L/PS/20/C91/4, http://www.qdl.qa/en/archive/81055/vdc_100023515712.0x000042 (all links accessed on 11 November 2017).

 

2 ‘The Gulf’ will be used to refer to the body of water between the Arabian Peninsula and Iran that is also referred to as the ‘Arabian Gulf’ or ‘Persian Gulf’ in the literature.

 

3 Noam Chomsky, speech at FAIR 25th anniversary meeting, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yY3yVQ0sxXo, minute 4:30.

 

4 Even if one were to adopt an ethno-sect statistical lens, there is little solid evidence to support, for example, that individuals who follow the Shiʿa faith are a majority in the Eastern Province of Saʿudi Arabia, particularly in the largest metropolitan area of Dammam, Khobar, and Dhahran. Similarly, all the largest cities located on the coasts of the other countries bordering the Gulf (the body of water around which the vast majority of the oil is concentrated), including those of Kuwait, Qatar, UAE, and Oman, would suggest an opposite conclusion to Chomsky’s, with Bahrain, Bandar Abbas, and Basra being the three possible exceptions. Even the often quoted seventy percent figure in Bahrain lacks statistical evidence as a basis (the only official census of 1941 showed a fifty-two percent vs. forty-eight percent Shiʿa to Sunni split), and is mainly perpetuated by repeated recycling of the figure in Western academic and media circles.

 

5 Barack Obama, ‘State of the Union Address 2016’, https://mic.com/articles/132466/state-of-the-union-transcript-2016-obama#.DDupWynlZ.

 

6 Thus, although this book will draw on Hobsbawm’s concept of invention of tradition by the state, it focuses more centrally on traditions as the produced and lived experiences and collective memories and discourses of political movements. For more on traditions in this sense see: Karma Nabulsi, Traditions of War: Occupation, Resistance, and the Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005). I have also benefited greatly from discussions on traditions of anti-sectarianism during the Conference on Arab Traditions of Anti-Sectarianism, convened by Abdel Razzaq Takriti and Ussama Makdisi in December 2017 at Rice University and the University of Houston.

 

7 There is a burgeoning literature on sectarianism following the Iraq War of 2003 that is not possible to cover fully here. For a review of works related to the Middle East see: Fanar Haddad, ‘ “Sectarianism” and Its Discontents in the Study of the Middle East’, Middle East Journal 71.3 (2017): 363–382.

 

8 Ussama Makdisi, ‘The Mythology of the Sectarian Middle East’, Center for the Middle East at Rice University, 2017, http://www.bakerinstitute.org/media/files/files/5a20626a/CME-pub-Sectarianism-021317.pdf.

 

9 Hence, my main focus is not on tracing the history of the emergence and formation of particular sects or ethnicities as social identities, but rather on the mobilization of ethnicities and sects in the political arena. The two questions are obviously related, however, and the issue of social identity formation will be broached when relevant to the question of political mobilization based on ethnicities and sects. Furthermore, it should be clear that I am not focusing in this study on so-called ‘casual’ racism or sectarianism, as stereotypes and personal prejudices based on social markers certainly existed and continue to exist in Bahrain and many other areas of the world.

 

10 Many scholars prefer to use the term ‘denomination’ instead of sect, citing the fact that ‘sect’ historically referred to a specific type of phenomenon related to splits within the Christian Church in Europe following the Reformation. For our purposes, I use ‘sect’ in the wider meaning of religious denomination, given its current prevalent use in such a manner. For more see: Aziz al-Azmeh, ‘Sectarianism and Antisectarianism’, keynote address at the Rice University/University of Houston Conference on Arab Traditions of Anti-Sectarianism, 2017, https://www.strikingmargins.com/news-1/2017/12/20/prof-aziz-al-azmeh-sectarianism-and-antisectarianism?format=amp.

 

11 This work draws upon conjunctural analysis pioneered by Stuart Hall, where specific attention is paid to the ‘condensation of forces during a period of crisis, and the new social configurations which result’ and how they are articulated. For more see: Stuart Hall, ‘The neoliberal revolution’, Cultural Studies 25.6 (2011): 705–728.

 

12 Probably the most famous example is: Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008).

 

13 Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Capital: 1848–1875 (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1975).

 

14 In this manner, this book comes in a line of works that emphasize the importance of the colonial encounter in the production of modern sectarianism. For a book that makes a parallel argument regarding Ottoman Lebanon see: Ussama Makdisi, The Culture of Sectarianism: Community, History, and Violence in Nineteenth-Century Ottoman Lebanon (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2000).

 

15 As should be evident, this concept differs significantly in its nature and emphasis from the more common ‘divide and rule’, and is adapted from ‘divided rule’ developed in: Mary Dewhurst Lewis, Divided Rule: Sovereignty and Empire in French Tunisia, 1881–1938 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2013).

 

16 For a conceptual discusson of absolutism in Oman and the Gulf, see: Abdel Razzaq Takriti, Monsoon Revolution: Republicans, Sultans, and Empires in Oman, 1965–1976 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).


1

The Ethnosectarian Gaze and Divided rule

Lorimer’s Gazetteer included Bahrain’s first systematized attempt at a population census that his team conducted in the early 1900s. It is useful to begin by quoting the relevant passages in full:

The principality then contains . . . 4 towns with a population of 60,800 souls and 104 villages with a population of 38,275; in all 99,075. To these must be added about 200 non-Mohammadans at Manamah, making a grand total of 99,275 settled inhabitants. Of the whole population of about 100,000 souls some 60,000, chiefly townsmen, are Sunnis and about 40,000, mostly villagers, are Shi’ahs.

The largest community – for it cannot be called a tribe – in the principality is undoubtedly that of the . . . Baharinah, who compose nearly the whole of the Shi’ah community . . . The remainder of the people, except a few foreigners such as Persians and Basrah Arabs, Hindus, Jews, etc., belong to various Sunni tribes or classes.1

Hence, in terms of ‘primordial cleavages’, Lorimer would apply the following divisions to the local population: at the ‘community’ level were the two great sects of Islam, Sunni (sixty percent) and Shiʿa (forty percent). Sunnis were divided into Huwala and ‘Tribes’, while the local Shiʿas were composed of Baharna. Added to those would be small groups of various ‘foreigners’ existing on the island.

 

Table 1: Sect-composition of the population of Bahrain in the early twentieth century according to Lorimer

[image: ]

Source: QDL, ‘Gazetteer of the Persian Gulf. Vol. II. Geographical and Statistical. J G Lorimer. 1908’ [238] (265/2084), IOR/L/PS/20/C91/4, http://www.qdl.qa/en/archive/81055/vdc_100023515712.0x000042.

 

Lorimer’s categorizations were based on his readings of existing social identifiers at the local level. In Bahrain’s setting, where the overwhelming majority of the population was Muslim and Arabic speaking, sect was the most obvious social cleavage, as even without the modern tools of censuses, one could immediately recognize that there was a sizable presence of both sects. Furthermore, at first sight, it seemed a relatively clear demarcation, with each individual being either Sunni or Shiʿa (with a few cases of mixed marriages and conversions). As we will see, however, even this simple binary was in reality not so clear-cut, as there existed several madhhabs, or schools of jurisprudence, which complicated the rigid picture of only two distinct sect groupings.

Ethnic constructions are by nature more porous, vague, and less stable social categories.2 To begin, it becomes necessary to give an overview of the different social group identifiers found within Bahrain’s social landscape. Let us start with the Huwala.3 Nowadays, the collective social consciousness uniting those who self-identify as Huwala could roughly be described as Sunnis with extensive historical, social, and familial ties across both sides of the Gulf, but who see their aspirations and identity anchored in Arab culture, thus considering themselves Arabs. This perception, of course, has been contested by different parties, as well as being porous and open to reshaping as a social construct. They would be termed at different times and by different actors as Arabs, Persians, Arabized Persians, or Persianized Arabs. Furthermore, as will emerge during this study, there would be contestation on the coverage and elasticity of Huwala as a social category, with the term sometimes used to exclude and at others to include individuals who would be classified as, for example, Khunjis or ʿAwadhis.

Similarly, the collective consciousness that unites those who today would self-identify as Baharna could roughly be summarized as Shiʿa Arabs whose roots lie in the agricultural and fishing villages of the islands of Bahrain.4 Just like the case of ‘Huwala’, the term ‘Baharna’ would also be malleable and porous across time, facing contestation from different actors, albeit in different ways.5 As will be shown, the term would sometimes be used to exclude and at others to include people identified as ‘Hasawis’, ‘Qatifis’, those with links to areas in Iraq (e.g. Helli or Basrawi), or those with links to parts of modern-day Iran (e.g. Muhammara).

Finally, ‘tribal origins’ is a social category whose members today would self-identify as individuals who belong to one of the tribes of the Arabian Peninsula. Tribes, of course, are a particular socio-economic formation in the Arab world that have been extensively written about, with the great Arab sociologist Ibn Khaldun describing them as the epitome of strong ʿAsabiyyah, or social solidarity based on shared kinship and group consciousness.6 The most influential tribes in Bahrain are those of the ʿUtub, with the ruling family of al-Khalifa at the top of the pack.7 However, in the context of Bahrain, being of ‘tribal origin’, regardless of the particular tribe, increasingly also takes on the form of a social marker that is used to identify a particular individual’s background, similar to how ‘Huwala’ or ‘Baharna’ function.

While they shared a common religion and language, Lorimer treated each of the above social identifiers as different and clearly defined ethnic communities or ‘classes’ that made up the ‘local’ population. This was complemented by demarcating smaller groups of ‘foreigners’. He identified the vast majority of foreigners as ‘Persians’, mainly Shiʿa but also including some Sunnis, most of whom today self-identify as ‘ʿAjams’, and who no longer would identify as ‘foreigners’ but as locals of Bahrain.8 Being labelled as a ‘foreigner’, however, had strong legal, political, and social consequences in the times of Lorimer, as will become apparent in the following narration.9

THE ETHNOSECTARIAN GAZE

These ethnosectarian markers and identifiers, always malleable and shiftable as social constructs, obviously existed in Bahrain prior to the arrival of Lorimer, who used them as the basis for demarcation in his census. The demarcations as used by him, however, constituted a new form of knowledge and social categorization. This was in line with colonial practice elsewhere.10 In the words of one scholar, it was:

[M]ade manifest in the activities of investigation, examination, inspection, peeping, poring over, which were accompaniments to the colonial penetration of a country. In ethnographic description and scientific study, in the curious scrutiny of the colonized by the colonizer, there was much of the attitude of the voyeur as well as of the map-maker. In writing, the gaze appears as bird’s-eye description, and is embodied in the high vantage point or knowledgeable position taken up by a writer or traveller as he re-creates a scene.11

What most defined this colonial gaze in Bahrain was its ethnosectarian lens, which was a systemic approach that saw ethno-sect cleavages as the underlying epistemic fault lines that shaped local society and its political power, practices, and discourse. Thus, the ethnosectarian gaze was a way of viewing and categorizing the social world, in which communities were primarily defined and composed of different sects and ethnicities. The local population, its actions, laws, and social make-up were to be analysed mainly based on ethno-sect divisions. The British focus on such demarcations emphasized differences in ethno-sects that they presented as contrasting and clear-cut (Sunni vs. Shiʿa and Baharna vs Huwala vs. Tribes), rather than highlighting ethnic and religious commonalities (e.g. Muslim and Arab). Censuses, institutions, laws, forms of mobilization, and other apparatuses of power were to be organized mainly around these ethno-sect fault lines, which are elevated to become the most important markers on the political level.

Other socio-economic-political factors, such as kinship, class, geography, trade, and production relations take a back seat to these different ‘primordial’ elements. This does not mean that these other factors played no role. The British in fact displayed a knack for documenting different aspects of economy, society, and governance in excruciating detail. However, the basic building blocks that composed local society and its politics, from the British point of view, were to be distinct sects and ethnicities.

Just like other forms of orientalism, this ethnosectarian gaze, although originally based on the colonial reading of the local situation on the ground, would increasingly morph and take on a life of its own, similar to an artist’s impression of real-life figures projected onto a painting, where the two increasingly resemble one another only tangentially. Unlike the painting, however, such ethnosectarian outlooks would interact and feed back into local events, generating real effects on the ground.

To illustrate this point further, let us return to Lorimer’s section on Bahrain, in which he would continue:

Although the Baharna are numerically the strongest class, they are far from being politically the most important; indeed, their position is little better than one of serfdom. Most of the date cultivation and agriculture of the islands is in their hands; but they also depend, though to a less extent than their Sunni brethren, upon pearl diving and other seafaring occupations.

The Huwala are the most numerous community of Sunnis; but they are all townsmen living by trade and without solidarity among themselves. Consequently, they are unimportant except commercially. The ʿUtub, the Sadah and the Dawasir are the most influential tribes in Bahrain.12

These passages are revealing, for they not only show the primacy of the ethnosectarian as units of analysis in such a colonial gaze, where communities are primarily defined and constituted in such terms, but it also indirectly reveals the tensions within using such groupings as markers of political agency. For as Lorimer says, in contrast to tribes, the ‘Huwala’ are ‘without solidarity among themselves’ and the ‘Baharna’ are the weakest politically, implicitly pointing to the fact that organized political practice based on these social identifiers was not necessarily the norm between members of these groupings.

The resort of British colonial power, epitomized by Lorimer, to such ethnosectarian political classification was in no way surprising. It emerged out of the need to rule; and in order to rule, it needed to codify, order, and make legible those who were to be ruled.13 Just like they did elsewhere, the British began mapping, classifying, and quantifying the minutiae of the geography of Bahrain and its history, culture, and society. A quick glance across the more than 4,700 pages of Lorimer’s Gazetteer makes it clear that Bahrain was at the centre of British interests in the Gulf, as it received a particularly detailed and encompassing treatment compared to other areas. This was knowledge catered towards colonial rule par excellence. The population had to be governed, and this required identifying and codifying the population according to different stratifications and groupings that reflect both facts on the ground and provide manageable, clear-cut categories that are open to practices of government, and these were to be ethnosectarian.14

The British use of cadastral surveys and censuses heralded the entrance of modern techniques of government into Bahrain. Like those employed elsewhere in the empire, maps and censuses were systematically based on sharply defined categorizations, which were used to reductively simplify a complex social make-up into discrete, tangible categories, and to ‘fix and officialise collective identities’. Thus, ‘techniques of government’ were tied to techniques of measurement.15 The main underlying premise was that different categories of communities could be identified by governmental tools such as censuses and maps, enabling their quantification and comparison.

Furthermore, these social categories were treated as fixed, even racialized in accordance with the new ideas of racial theories in vogue in Europe in the nineteenth century,16 as hinted by Lorimer’s recurring remarks such as, ‘the races inhabiting Bahrain are generally insignificant in appearance and there is nothing remarkable in their character.’17 Lorimer and other British officers routinely resorted to categorizing different groups of locals as ‘races’, ‘breeds’, and ‘aboriginals’.18 Hence, local social identifiers could only become intelligible once they had been filtered through a racialized lens that pigenholed them in Western-centric concepts and terminology, a practice that would dominate English-language discourse on Bahrain for generations and long outlast direct colonialism until this day.19

Unlike such coding, however, social interactions on the ground are much more complex. To begin with, social identifiers such as ethnicities are porous categories open to interpretation and overlap, displaying what have been termed ‘fuzzy boundaries’.20 Given their nature as social constructs, there is inherent flexibility in such categories, in contrast to the rigid, discrete demarcations used in censuses.21 Furthermore, ethnosectarian considerations were only one factor amongst many which influenced social interaction on the islands in the early twentieth century. Very often, they would not even be the most important factor in determining social and political interactions when compared to class, profession, geography, and kinship, in stark contrast to the primacy they were given in the colonial ethnosectarian gaze. As will be shown, British officials would often use problematic, contradictory, and confused definitions across time and agents. The inherent assumption that remained throughout, however, was that it was possible to objectively and discretely identify such ethno-sect groups, and that these groupings should serve as the main basis for political analysis and governance.

Categorizations of the type used in censuses are part and parcel of modern forms of government in any state. Most states classify populations under their control, for example, by such categories as ‘citizen’ vs. ‘foreigner’ and ‘refugee’ vs. ‘migrant’. The important questions centre on what forms of modern rule practices become prevalent, and what kinds of categorizations, demarcations, and divisions are emphasized and elevated within particular states. In the case of British colonial rule in Bahrain, why were ethnosectarian differences the main codings and categorizations used to read, measure, and rule such communities? In other words, why were contrasting sects and ethnicities made the keys to understanding and drawing the political map in Bahrain from the British point of view? In order to excavate the emergence of such practices of rule based on ethnosectarian difference, it becomes necessary to periodize their appearance and their use. It becomes imperative to place in historical context British colonial rule that took shape in Bahrain during the first quarter of the twentieth century.

PERIODIZING LATE BRITISH COLONIALISM

That the British have used ethnosectarian cleavages as the basic units that defined practices of colonial rule will not come as a surprise to historians of other regions under the British Empire. The primacy of sectarian divisions has been well documented in British colonial rule in the Indian Princely States, the British Raj, Africa, and in South East Asia (e.g. Malaya and Burma). Divergent religions and ethnic identities were elevated and enshrined in censuses, laws, and institutions across a variety of settings and regions.22 In India, British colonial rulers read and categorized the local population based on a multitude of religions and castes, each codified and enshrined by detailed and extensive laws and regulations.23 In Myanmar (Burma), which was under the rule of the British Government of India, colonial officers governed society in the nineteenth century based on a classification of more than a hundred ethnicities and religions.24 Indeed, systems of knowledge structured along racial and ethnic lines are a prevalent trait across colonialist power, stretching back to the Spanish colonization of Latin America.25

The last quarter of the nineteenth century represented the dominance of the ‘age of empire’, and by empire I am specifically referring to European powers.26 What distinguished this period was the large expansion of European colonialism across the globe, particularly in Africa and the Arabic-speaking world. In contrast, this period also marked the decline of the traditional regional empires, as the Ottoman and Qajar dynasties were weakening and entering their last throes. The colonized world was yet to witness the advent of the League of Nations, and the ideals of equal and sovereign states were still distant but possible dreams. Thus, our story is set in that interregnum when Western colonialism was experiencing its height, while regional empires were decaying, and new ideas of liberation and freedom were emerging but yet to be put in widespread practice.
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Denomination Towns | Villages | Total
Sunni 44,800 | 14,200 | 59,000
Shi‘a 16000 | 24,075 | 40075
Non-Muslim 200 0 200
Total 61,000 | 38275 | 99275
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