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NOTES

1) In Arabic sources the name of Al-Bahrayn is used for the island and
the region, but various ways of differentiating between the two
geographical areas are used. One way is to enclose the name of the
region in brackets; another is to refer for the region as Iglim
Al-Bahrayn (the region of Al-Bahrayn); or the region is called
Bilad Al-Bahrayn (The country of Bahrayn) and the islands are
referred to either as Al-Bahrayn of Juzur (islands) Al-Bahrayn.
However, the method of differentiation employed by J.C.
Wilkinson has been followed in this article - that or spelling the
name differently - so that the region is referred to as Al-Bahrayn
and the islands as Bahrain.

2) The word ‘Arub literally means “running along” or “traversing” or
“coming between” . Al-Bahrayn and Al-Yamama were traditionally
called Al-*Arub according to Arab geographers because they lay
between Al-Yaman in the south, and the northern parts of the
Arabian peninsula (Yaqut edn. 1866-73: iii, 658).

3) The regional name of Al-Yamama provides another example of the
vestigial process whereby the name of Al-Yamama no longer
represents a region, but only a small insignificant village in the
interior of Arabia .

4) For information about the question of Al-Zubara and the British
authorities’s refusal to recognize it as part of the Al-Khalifa’s
territory, see the correspondence between Shaikh ‘Isa b. ‘Ali and
the Political Resident in the Gulf in the period Dec. 1874 - May
1875 (IOR: R/15/203). Also see, Al-Baharina 1975: 247-49.

5) For further details of this case between Shaikh Ahmed b. ‘Ali,
brother of the ruler of Bahrain Shaikh ‘Isa b. ‘Ali and a merchant
from Al-Hasa called Ahmed b. Mahdi, see (F.O. 602-7).
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communities in the region extended beyond the immediate territory
that they inhabited. Kinship ties and genealogical roots remained of
paramount importance and overshadowed any notion of
politico-territorial identity. Even the Shi’a Bahrina, who were long
settled on Bahrain islands and had experienced a frequent changeover
of rulers, lacked a sense of national identity with Bahrain. Changes to
inter-tribal social relations between the islands and the Arabian coast
brought about by the establishment of clearly defined territorial
borders for Bahrain in the late nineteenth century were only cosmetic.

In both Bahrain and Al-Bahrayn, regional consciousness remained
minimal due to the outward-looking nature of the region’s social,
political and economic networks. This feature was compounded by the
absence of an internal system of circulation together with the tact that
the regional unit was not coterminous with the political unit thereby
retarding the development of “Human solidarity” within the region
(Whittlesey 1954: 52). Hence, in much the same way as Bahrain 15
hydrologically linked to the adjacent province of Al-Hasa, so in
cultural terms, it continues to be tied to the Arabian mainland.

sk sk ok ok ok
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the basis of group ethnicity, a claim which, Weber concluded, was
often quasi-mythical. The convenience of political administration in
his opinion provided the precept for creating imaginary territorial
boundaries (Collins 1986: 153). Much the same political sttrategy
apparently dictated the actions of the British authorities vis a vis the
Al-Khalifa regime governing the islands of Bahrain.

The idea of nationhood exist in tribal organization but it does not
necessarily correspond with a territory. The mobility of the migrant
tribal groups was partially attributable to the non-land based
conceptualization of their identity. As in most traditional pastoral
societies, land was not seen among the tribes of the Arabian peninsula
as a commodity to be owned or bought and sold as industrialized
states conceived it to be. Instead, land was looked upon as an
exploitable resource that could be lost or gained in the course of
inter-tribal power struggles. Thus, although the central Arabian badw
tribes usually became sedentarized upon their arrival on the Gulf
coast, their customary approach towards territorial organization
remained very much a part of their socio-cultural make-up.

The Badw’s primary large-group loyalties were to their clan or
tribe. While the social group into which a tribesman was born defined
his social identity, territorial identity was definable only in terms of
inter-tribal social relations. In other words, rather then politically
bounded territory defining the social group. For instance, often in its
post-Islamic history Al-Bahrayn has been referred to according to the
ruling dynasty in control of the region, such as Bilad (country) ‘Abd
Al-Qays and Bilad Bant ‘Amir. Emphasis was not on the territory
which the tribal groups inhabited, but rather on the group that
inhabited the territory.

The lack of a strong sense of regional consciousness in Al-Bahrayn
derived from the fact that the group identity of indigenous
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subordinated and marginalized status within society.
THE IDEOLOGY OF NATIONHOOD

According to Johnston (1986: 311), a “nation” is a “community of
people whose members are bound together by a sense of solidarity
rooted in an historical attachment to territory and a common culture
and by a consciousness of being different from other nations™. The
German twentieth century sociologist Max Weber bypassed all
common cultural links, such as language and religion. in his
conceptualization of nationhood. He instead stressed exclusively the
political sentiment of “a common political destiny” based on a shared
political history. A state’s ability to inculcate an emotional appeal
among its subjects does so, not, as Weber felt, because of any common
ethnic identity, but instead from the collective participation of the
people in the defence of various national myths for which the state
stands (Collins 1986: 151-52).

Effective military defence is a key factor in the cultivation of
nationalistic sentiments reinforcing and justifying the ideological
inter-societal divisiveness inherent in nationalism (Collins 1986: 154).
In a political unit as small and geographically isolated as Bahrain,
together with its small population, defence against any major assaults
was deficient. In view of Bahrain’s dependence on military support
from the Arabian mainland for the preservation of its political
integrity, in other words lacking the “prestige of power” (Weber:
1986: 911), the elite’s promotion of nationalism as a form of social

cohesion would possibly be counter productive.

For Weber, appeals to nationalistic sentiments have been a crucial
source of support for states throughout history. It is not therefore in
Weber's estimation a doctrine exclusive to nineteenth century Europe.
But the particular brand of nationalism promoted in Europe at that
time was different in that it claimed legitimate political autonomy on
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erroneously inferred, interchangeable abstractions, they are mutually
supportive so that one is deficient in the absence of the other. Hence,
in keeping with its eighteenth century middle-class western European
exponents (Knigh 1982), the idea of “Nation” was advocated in the
late nineteenth century in the Arab world by the westernized
intellectual elites and incumbents of political power as an ad hoc
means towards legitimately substituting Turkish political domination
with Arab independence.

However, attempts to fuse the religious symbolism of the Umma
with the secular doctrine of the nation-state, which was propounded as
the ultimate political expression of all group politico-territorial
identities, did not give rise to a united Arab nation existing
coterminously within a politico-territorial boundary. For various
reasons, the political factor in the equation -that is , the state structure-
had not in most cases sufficiently overcome the centrifugal
propensities of the underlying traditional society to enable the
emotionally unifying function of the national doctrine to take effect.
Instead, the negative properties of nationalism came to the fore,
intensifying inherent divisions. It must be said that even for the most
well-established states in the West, this centrifugal tendency for the
legitimate self-determination of all groups possessing an awareness
and identity remains a constant threat (Johnston 1986: 313). For state
systemns whose legitimacy is questioned, this threat of fragmentation
manifests itself even more sharply.

In much of the Arab world, the incongruity of the colonially
imposed state. boundaries in relation to cultural units is striking. In
Bahrain and the Gulf, it is not so much the threat of the state-within-a-
state syndrome that challenges the local state structures, but rather the
potential separatism of non-elite tribal and non-tribal groups. Such
politicization of ethno-territorial groups would likely be attributable
less to their political and /or economic peripheralization as to their
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NATIONAL IDENTITY

On one level of abstraction, the geographical placement of Bahrain
islands can be seen as part of Jazirat Al-'Arab, the island of Arabs.
However, Bahrain together with the Arabian peninsula can also be
seen, at a further level of abstraction, to lie within the realm of
Al-Umma Al-'Arabiya/Al-Watan Al-'Arabi (The Arab nation of Arab
World). Although realms are not necessarily synonymous with a
strong regional consciousness (Whittlesey 1954: 49-52), in this case
they are. The Arabic language, as a common source of identity.
together with Arab culture provide a sufficiently strong connective
element for Arabs living within the maximum reality of their localities
to have ties with a larger scale of territory at a higher level of
abstraction: the Arab world. The usage of interchangeable religious
and secular terminology to define identity reflects a deep-seated
cultural identity crisis that accounts for the ‘“schizophrenic”
personality of “modern” Arab society (Sharabi 1985: 89). Do Arabs
identify themselves in terms of religious or racial homogeneity? Since
the problem that this question poses bears upon the collective identity
of the Arab world as a whole, its implications in Bahraini society will
be addressed within the more generalized and broader framework of
the phenomenon of nationalism in Arab society.

The fact that modern political boundaries in the Arab world are not
coterminous with cultural boundaries has created a problem of
developing a collective sense of loyalty to the political unit and its
leadership which transcended traditional loyalties based on ethnic and
religious identities (Apter 1965: 294, quoted in Sa’id 1979: 2-3). The
ideology of nationalism, which provides a forceful source of
emotional support for and legitimation of, state actions, was seen to
provide the solution. Although nations and states are not, as is often
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islands constituted an integral part of the region of Al-Bahrayn’s core.
The series of ruling dynasties, having usually established their capital
at Al-Qatif, were invariably compelled to occupy the islands in order
to tap into their rich pearl yesource. Thus, in political terms, Bahrain
was unable to acquire a sense of its own regional identity; nor was it
able in social terms to develop an internal cohesiveness that could be
developed upon the collective idea of forming a nation.

ok ok ok ok ok ok
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When in 1525, the Al-Jubur collapsed as a result of the killing of its
ruler Mugrin and the seizure of Bahrain islands by the Portuguese four
years earlier (Abu Hussain 1983), the Bahrain islands followed a
course of history quite detached from that of the mainland. While
tribal control of the mainland was lost to the Ottoman Turks until the
emergence of the Al-Humaid section of the.BanT Khalid tribe in 1669,
the islands were for more than two and a half centuries subject in one
way or another to political influence emanating from the eastern shore
of the Gulf. The numerous conquerors of the islands during that time
invariably exercised control indirectly through vassals.

With the downfall of the Al-Jubur, the Portuguese had intermittent
control over Bahrain for 80 years depending heavily on Persian Sunnis
of Hurmuz as local governors. In 1602 the islands fell to the Persian
King Shah ‘Abbas. Then in 1717, tor approximately thirteen years or
more, members of the Ya’ariba tribe of Oman annexed the islands and
left them as tributaries in the hands of the Jubara Huwala shaikhs from
Tzlhiri, In 1753 however, Persia re-established its control over Bahrain
under Nadir Shan. The islands were again left as tributaries, this time
to the Arab Al-Madhkur family of the Mattarish tribe dwelling on the
Persian coast. Their governorship continued except for a brief interval
of five years between 1760-1766 when the Huwala tamily of
Al-Harmi exercised rule (Niebur edn. 1 792:152). Then in 1783,
Bahrain was invaded and conquered by the Al-Khalifa family of the
Al-'Utub tribal confederation from Najd.

The appearance of the Al-Khalifa in the historical annals of Bahrain
marked the return of the islands to within the geopolitical orbit of the
Gulf’s Arabian coast after over two centuries of Persian or
Persian-related domination. It also instituted the long-standing
independence of the islands from the control of a regional power based
on either side of the Gulf. Formerly, independence had occasionally
been achieved, but it was always short-lived. For the most part, the
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economic interests in the foreseeable event when the ‘Uyunids would
find themselves without the means to subdue the Bani ‘Amir Badw
with regular “Khafara” payments. They consequently settled upon
what they saw as the most effective strategy: to put the Bani ‘Amir in
power. ‘Usfur thus was invited to assume leadership of Al-Bahrayn on
condition that he guaranteed not to appropriate any property save that
of the ‘Uyunids (Al-Humaidan 1983).

‘Uyunid control was subsequently confined solely to Bahrain
islands. Whatever threat they posed to the new ‘Usfurid dynasty was
conclusively dispelled when in c. 1238, the islands were occupied by
the Atabeq Fars Abu Bakr Al-Sulquri from Qais island. In 1244, the
Atabeq succeeded in occupying Al-Qatif and Tarut island as well.
However, the ‘Usfurids continuously challenged the Atabeq’s
presence on the mainland until he was forced to relinquish the above
areas. In 1256, the ‘Usfurids also managed to take possession of
Bahrain islands from the Atabeq on a tribute-paying basis. However,
in 1271, Bahrain together with Al-Qatif and Qais island were annexed
by the dynasty of Mahmud Al-Qalhati of Hurmuz. Then, in 1317 the
islands together with the whole region came under the influence of the
Tayyibi merchant princes of Qais island being themselves tributaries
of the Al-Khanid Mongols who were by that time the undisputed
conquerors of Iran and Iraq. Around 1330 once again the Bahrain
islands together with Qais returned to Hurmuz control under the new
dynasty of Tahamtam Il (EI?, art. al-Bhrayn, Al-Humaidan 1983).

The ‘Usfurid dynasty lasted for one and a half centuries until 1392
when they lost power to the Bani Jarwan of ‘Abd Al-Qays. However,
the Shi’a Bani Jarwan were unabi: to hold power for long (‘Umar
1985: 215) before the Bani ‘Amir once more reasserted their political
ascendancy in Al-Bahrayn. In 1417 the Al-Jubur dynasty established
itself in Al-Bahrayn and by the middle of the century had taken
Bahrain from Hurmuz and incorporated the islands into its domain.
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overland trade routes, the BanT ‘Amir managed in time to exercise
considerable power over Al-Bahrayn’s coastal resource centres and
towards the end of the ‘Uyunid dynasty their influence in local
government came to the fore (Al-Humaidan 1983).

Once amicable relations were established between the two tribes,
many of the Bani ‘Amir settled and intermarried with the ‘Uyunids.
Inevitably, the Bani ‘Amir became involved in internecine power
struggles within the ‘Uyunid camp. The chief of the Bani ‘Amir,
Rashid b. ‘Umaira, exploited these debilitating struggles in order to
strengthen of the weakness of the ‘Uyunid dynasty as a result of
internal conflicts was their new ruler’s decision to grant the
increasingly powerful Bani ‘Amir widespread control of Al-Bahrayn’s
resource bases. The Bani ‘Amir received, particularly on Bahrain
islands, substantial grants of agricultural land, watering and fishing
sites and a sizeable stake in the islands’ pearling activities. In so
doing, the ‘Uyunid elite forfeited a considerable amount of revenue.
The dynasty’s resources were further reduced by the paying out of
large portions of the revenue from gardens in Al-Qatif and Al-Hasa,
and pearling in Bahrain, to keep the threatening Bani Qaysir of Qais
island at bay. Hence, while the Bani ‘Amir were growing increasingly
stronger in both economic and, as a result, political terms, the
‘Uyunids were rapidly finding themselves stripped of an economic bas
(Al-Humaidan 1983).

Towards the end of ‘Uyunid rule the Bani ‘Amir’s disruptive tactics
caused the ‘Uyunids to lose control completely of their mainland base
at Al-Qatif. Having lost their capital, it did not take much for the chief
of the Bani ‘Amir, ‘Usfur b. Rashid, to assume control of Al-Bahrayn
in ¢.1232. It was in fact the local community of merchants who were
directly responsible for the downfall of the already crumbling edifice
of ‘Uyunid power. The increasing degeneration of ‘Uyunid rule
disconcerted local merchants and notables who feared for their
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A few years later, the weakening power of the Qaramita on the
mainland was also being exploited by tribesmen from the Bani
Muharib section of the ‘Abd Al-Qays tribe. Under the leadership of
Yahya b. ‘Ayash, they expelled the Qaramita from their base at
Al-Qatif. Having thus lost both Bahrain islands and their mainland
power base, the defeated Shi’a dynasty withdrew to Al-Hasa. After
their fall, subsequent ruling elites of Al-Bahrayn were Sunnis until the
end of the fourteenth century when, in 1392, the short-lived rule of the
Shi’a Jarwan Al-Maliki of ‘Abd Al-Qays established control (‘Umar
1985: 215). They were overcome by the Al-Jubur from Bani ‘Amir in
1417 who within the next half century brought the whole region under
their rule, including some parts of Najd and Oman. Throughout
Al-Bahrayn, the Maliki school of Sunni orthodox Islam was promoted
by the new dynasty in lieu of Shi’ism (Abu Hussain 1983).

Yahya b. ‘Ayash also made a bid to wrest Bahrain islands from
Abu Al-Bahlul, but without success. It was left for his son Zakariya b.
Yahya to occupy the islands in 1067 and bring them under the control
of Al-Bahrayn’s new ruling dynasty. Almost a decade later however,
Zakariya was overcome by another branch of his own tribe. ‘Abdulla
b. ‘Ali Al-’Uyuni of the Al-Ibrahim branch from Al-'Uyun founded
the first major dynasty of ‘Abd Al-Qays. Having completely routed
the Qaramita from Al-Bahrayn’s core of Al-Hasa, the ‘Uyunids ruled
the region from their capital of Al-Qatif for 169 years (EI?, art.
Al-Bahrayn).

Unlike their Qaramita predecessors, the new ruling dynasty found
themselves at war with the Bani ‘Amir for refusing to continue paying
the tribe protection dues (Al-Ahsa’i 1960: 101). In spite of their initial
defeat however, the Bani ‘Amir Badw did eventually emerge
victorious. their demands were in due course met by the ‘Uyunids who
saw that too much was politically at stake from the Bani ‘Amir’s
disruption of the caravan trade. By means of their control of the
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apparently, the Qaramita participated in the region’s commercial
activities only in the early stages of their dynasty. During the rule of
Abu Sa’id’s son, a settlement was reached with the Abbasid Caliph
whereby Qaramita trade with the developing port of Siraf off the
Persian coast was exempt from customs duties. Later in the tenth
century however, the observations of Ibn Hawqal on Qaramita rule in
the Gulf only mention that the Qaramita collected taxes from maritime
traders calling at the Bahrain islands (Ibn Hawgal edn. 1873:21)
indicating that they had withdrawn from active involvement in

commerce.

The introduction of different religious ideologies with the
establishment of Khawarij and Qaramita rule in Al-Bahrayn set a
pattern of religious diversity that was to be a salient feature of the
region’s post-Islamic history. Only the Baharina Shi’a cultivators
possessed a distinctive religious identity which distinguished them
from the ruling elites. The frequent rise and fall of dynastic elites
either emerging from within the region or emanating from contiguous
areas created a discontinuity of the region’s religious identity.

After approximately two centuries of the predominance of Isma’ili
Shi’ism during Qaramita rule, a merchant from the ‘Abd Al-Qays tribe
called Abl Al-Bahlul Al-'Awam b. Al-Zajaj succeeded in
reestablishing sunni orthodoxy in the region. Abu Al-Bahlul had been
tax farming the Bahrain islands from the Qaramita which gave him
sufficient resources and independence to build up his own power base
and challenge the Qaramita’s weakening control of the islands. Thus,
in 1057-58 when Qaramita power was on the wane, he spear-headed
the growing resistance among the local Sunni community of the
archipelago over the dominating influence of Shi’ism on the islands.
Subsequently, he established himself as an independent ruler
(Al-Ahsa’i : 1960: 98).
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overcoming the ‘Abd Al-Qays with whom there had been rivalry
since pre-Islamic times (Wilkinson 1985).

This political marriage of convenience between two ideologically
discordant partners reflected the powerful influence of the Bani “Amir
over the region’s economy. For in spite of the Qaramita’s political
strength and ability to mobilize enough military force to disrupt the
trading and annual Hajj caravans from Iraq, they were compelled to
pay the “Khifara” to the Bani ‘Amir so that caravans coming and
going to the Gulf coast could pass undisturbed.

For much the same reasons, the secessionist movements struck
alliances with another social group that had central relevance to the
dissident power base, namely the local merchants. The common
feature in the two types of alliances was the highly important function
of trade in the region. The centrality of trade to the political survival of
any ruling power in Al-Bahrayn meant that the cultivation of amicable
relations with merchants figured highly on a ruler’s list of priorities.
More often than not, the merchants could be relied upon to support the
current ruling power of the day in order to maintain an atmosphere of
political stability within which their economic interests could flourish.
However, at times when political rule was threateningly deficient, the
merchants allied themselves with the more promising contender for
power and actively involved themselves in political affairs. This
pattern of traditional power relationships remained constant up until
the twentieth century oil discovery.

Although Qaramita policies were strongly dictated by the interests
of their Badw allies, from the start of their dynasty they cultivated
mutually desirable links with the local merchant community. The
family of the Qaramita leader Abu Sa’id Al-Jannabi forged a lasting
relationship with the merchant family of Al-Hasan b. Sanbar which
endured for several generations (EI?, art. Karmati). However,
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the co-operation of the surrounding Badw tribes. Although
Al-Bahrayn had a strong agricultural base, it was not the agriculturists
who exploited the region’s overland trade and maritime environment.
The Badw were masters of the desert expanses separating the scattered
oases. Caravans travelling between Iraq and the Al-Hijaz via
Al-Bahrayn were the prime targets for marauding tribes who had been
denied any other form of pecuniary income. These would include
government subsidies or control of trade centres or payment of a
protection tribute, called “Khifara” of “Himaya” by the local ruling
elites. This system of protection payment had been practiced by the
Badw from pre-Islamic times and was considered by them to be their
inalienable right (EI? , art. Himaya). The mobility and military striking
force of the Badw made them formidable opponents for any
government to contend with. It was therefore essential for any ruling
elite to win the allegiance and establish the quiescence of the Badw by
means of regular payments.

The one Badw tribe to emerge time and again as a disruptive force
in the political history of Al-Bahrayn subsequent to the rise of [slam
was the Ban1 ‘Amir. They first made their appearance in Al-Bahrayn
in the ninth century after migrating from Najd (EI?. art. Katif).
Together with the Bani ‘Ubada, Bani Al-Muntafiq and Bani Khafaja,
they were one of the more famous sections of the Bani ‘Aqil b. Ka'b
b. Rabi’a b. ‘Amir b. Sa’sa’a from ‘Adnan. Although they were not to
aspire to political control of Al-Bahrayn until the thirteenth century,
according to Al-Qalqashandi (d. 1418), their indirect control of the
region’s economic base was well-established four centuries earlier
during Qaramita rule (Al-Humaidan 1983). Unlike many other tribes
dwelling in Al-Bahrayn at the time of the Shi’a Qaramita occupation,
the Bani ‘Amir did not revolt against the Qaramita presence but
instead struck an alliance with them that lasted until their downfall in
the twelfth century. In so doing, the Beni ‘Amir became the
predominant tribal group inthe region during Qaramit rule
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Al-Qays sided with the invading group. With their aid, Al-Najdat
succeeded in occupying much of Al-Bahrayn. Najda’s influence
thereafter extended southwards and westwards. When a contender for
leadership of the group called Abu Fudayk emerged, a shift in tribal
allegiances occurred with characteristic ease. This time the Al-Azd
united with the ‘Abd Al-Qays to back the contender bringing about the
death of Najda. But in 692, Abu Fudayk in turn was killed by the
Ummayad amir of Basra (Al-Ahsa’i 1960: 74-77). Thereupon the
Al-Najdat control of Al-Yamama and Al-Bahrayn collapsed. In spite
of this set back though, Al-Bahrayn continued as a centre of Khawarij
activities. Only in 750 A.D. were the Khawarij finally dissipated in
Al-Bahrayn when the Abbasids dispersed remnants of the group from
one of Bahrain’s islands. They had initially settled there after felling
the last Ummayad Khalifa’s destruction of the movement’s base in
Irag ("Umar 1985: 142-43).

The nineth century saw the rise of another secessionist
revolutionary movement setting up headquarters in Al-Bahrayn: the
Isma’ili Qaramita. The movement managed to establish its political
ascendancy in Al-Bahrayn with the allegiance of the region’s two
most important sources of support: the Bedw tribes and the merchants.
The dynamism of both the Qaramita and Khawarij rebel movements
derived from the interaction between the settled people of the oases
and the Badw tribes. The same formula - the combination of Badw
military superiority and the politico-administrative capabilities of the
settled elites - contributed substantially to the consolidation of Islamic
hegemony in Arabia and its expansion into a world power.

The Badw, practicing a subsistence economy, could not as a rule
survive without engaging in some form of economic exchange with
the trade centres located within their migratory ranges (Khazanov
1983: 3). Similarly, the coastal settlements, and interior oases, which
formed fixed nodes in local trading net works, could not exist without
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settled in the region since the pre-Islamic era. In asserting their
supremacy in the region, they ousted the Al-Azd tribe who were
purported to have migrated from al-Yaman subsequent (o the
destruction of the Ma’rib dam and were therefore the earliest known
occupants of Al-Bahrayn.

Other tribes residing in the region in the pre-Islamic era included
Bakr B. Wa’il, Tamim and Taghlib (Al-Najim 1973:41-45). But being
peripheral tribes, none of them established dynasties to challenge the
power monopoly of the ‘Abd Al-Qays and the Bani *Amir.

Being part of a subtle continuous push of tribal groups moving
from the interior, cach elite’s occupation of Al-Bahrayn was
invariably short-lived. Among the earliest outside groups to assert
their hegemony over the region in the post-Islamic era were two
revolutionary tribal groups, one of which had adopted the notions of
the Al-Khawarij movement, and the other of the Qaramita
(Carmathians) movement. These groups, coming from Al-Yamama
and Irag respectively, represented two of the most politically
challenging movements to emerge in Arabia in the early period of
Islam. In the turbulent centuries of nascent Islamic expansion beyond
the Arabian peninsula, Al-Bahrayn constituted a peripheral zone of the
newly-emerging empire. As such, it provided a fertile ground for the
cultivation of dissident elements (Wilkinson 1985) bearing political or
religiously-motivated grievances against the central Kalifate.

The first secessionist force to make an appearance in Al-Bahrayn
was the breakaway Khawarij group of Al-Najdat formed in 685 A.D.
under the leadership of Najda B. ‘Amir Al-Hanafi from Al-Yamama.
Their expansion into Al-Bahrayn was resisted by the ‘Abd Al-Qays
who were the dominant tribe in Al-Bahrayn at the time. In Keeping
with the customary manoeuvres that characterized tribal politics, the
Al-Azd tribe who had lost their hegemony of Al-Bahrayn to the ‘Abd
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Overall, the island’s political history reads like a vigorous game of
chess with the islands representing the central pawn. Whichever tribe
succeeded in establishing control of Al-Bahrayn invariably saw it as
crucial to extend its power to Bahrain islands also. This was due
principally to the wealth-generating capacity of Bahrain’s rich pearl
banks. The islands served as a source of great commercial wealth for
the region by means of taxation levied on maritime trade. Such wealth
exceeded that of Oman which also possessed an inner agricultural core
that had a limited economic complementary with a commercial
periphery.

The vigorous competition for control of the islands from both sides
of the Gulf meant that Bahrain was always ruled by non-indigenous
elites. Being small in size, the islands did not have sufficient defence
capacity to resist invasions by regional power centres. The ruling
elites, who were non-indigenous and transient, were not therefore
strongly identified with the region, nor had they a sense of
“Bahraininess” as in neighbouring Oman where the long-established
elite were identifiable as “Omani”. If any social group in Bahrain
could have developed a corresponding sense of Bahraininess, it was
the Shi’a Baharina population. While they might not have been the
islands’ aboriginal inhabitants, they were its oldest continuous
occupants in the post-Islamic era and therefore had the strongest case
for claiming to belong to Bahrain. Nevertheless, in spite of the
longevity of their presence in the islands, their status as cultivators
ensured that they never enjoyed any political influence.

Until the appearance of the Portuguese in the Gulf in the sixteenth
century, a continuous thread of tribal rivalry manifested itself in the
region’s history conducted primarily between the ‘Abd Al-Qays and
Bani ‘Amir tribes. Of the various dynasties that ruled Al-Bahrayn,
only those from ‘Abd Al-Qays could be considered indigenous due to
the fact that ‘Abd Al-Qays, although originally from Tihama, had been
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OUTLINE OF AL-BAHRAYN’S POST-
ISLAMIC HISTORY

Al-Bahrayn lacked any historical continuity in both the social and
political dimensions. Its social structure was profoundly influenced by
linkages with outerlying regions. In much the same way as
Al-Bahrayn withnessed the traffic of commercial enterprise through its
trading nodes, so too did it possess a high degree of transitoriness
among its population. Both of the most influential social groups
affecting the region’s system of political organization, that is, the
Badw tribes and the merchant communities, shared a common
tradition of mobility and autonomy. In the wake of the many dynastic
change-overs occurring in Al-Bahrayn during the post-Islamic era, the
unseated ruling tribe either succumbed to political subordination or
followed a traditional pattern of tribal migration and moved down to
northern Oman (Wilkinson 1987: 73).

On a macro scale, a circulatory pattern of movement was
discernible in the region with the inflow of Al-Bahrayn’s tribal
population emanating from the direction of the central Arabian
plateau, that is the region of Najd, and an outflow taking a southerly
route to the base of the Arabian peninsula. The frequent migration of
tribal groups from Al-Bahrayn to contiguous areas was generally
attributable to the region’s economic deficiency.

Another prominent feature of the region’s history is the central
importance of the Bahrain archipelago to the existing dynasty’s power
base on the Arabian mainland. Control of the islands was also sought
after from the persian side of the Gulf, both by the persian central
government and the coastal shaikhdoms of Fars. Thus, only on a few
occasions in the post-Islamic era did Bahrain have an independent rule
outside hegemony of the current power dominating the Gulf’s Arabian
littoral. But as will be seen below, such occasions were short-lived.
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region’s inhabitants. Omanis travelling to Al-Bahrayn would speak of
going to Ahl Al-Gharb (people of the west) while people going to
Oman, which imparted a strong sense of identity, identified the region
as such . (Wilkinson 1985). This difference is largely due to the fact
that, in contrast for Al-Bahrayn, the core of Oman centred on the
mountain range of Al-Jabal Al-Akhdar which in many ways formed a
cul-de-sac. This characterization derived from a long-established
social and religious structure and an equally old settlement pattern and
population structure (Wilkinson 1987: 5). It was the historical
continuity of these structures. The following review of Al-Bahrayn’s
political history illustrates this contrast between the two regions.

sestesksiesk ok
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The date i1s also, in several ways, a unique fruit. The dry flesh of the
date which constitutes 87% of the whole fruit is made up of 75-80%
sugar (Dowson 1949). Although some of the forty varieties of dates
said to be found in the Gulf (Vidal 1955: 163) contain a high
proportion of sucrose, generally the fruit’s sugar content is that of
glucose and fructose, a more easily digested form of sugar. The total
nutritional content of the date includes 20% moisture, 60.5% sugar,
2.5% fibre, 2.5% protein and also fat, mineral matter (notably
calcium) and pectin substance, each in quantities of a little less than
2% (Wilkinson 1977: 34-35).

Three other unusual features of the date made it highly suitable for
the region in view of the climatic conditions and level of technology
used in its production. Firstly, the date is not a perishable fruit; in fact,
its condition in packing and storing is improved if it is tightly
compressed. Secondly, it does not carry disease germs due to the high
concentration of syrup globules on its exterior surface. Thirdly, the
date stone is unlike any other seed because it stores the embryo’s food
supply as cellulose rather than as starch (Dowson 1949).

The nutritional deficit in the region’s subsistence economy had to
be balanced by the importation of grain and other foodstuffs which
called for integration with an external economic exchange system.
Although date production in the region did provide a surplus for
export (Vidal 1955: 150), Al-Bahrayn’s major commercial resource
was pearls, a commodity which could not be absorbed internally.
Hence, the region’s agricultural base and coastal centres of pearl
production lacked a mutual dependence that would stimulate internal
cohesion and the subsequent development of a political identity.

Besides the absence of a closed regional system, the landward and
seaward penetrability of the region, created a lack of insularity. This
contributed to the absence of a sense of “Bahraininess” among the
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region. Hence, an outward-looking orientation emerges as a distinctive
feature of the function of the region’s settlements. Al-Bahrayn of
necessity was integrated into an economic exchange network that

linked the region with external markets both overland and overseas.
The region’s settlements formed nodes within these trading networks:
the inner oases served as transit points for caravans destined either for
the coast or the Al-Hijaz, while the coastal ports acted as entrepots for
the Gulf’s internal distributive system of goods arriving from the
Indian Ocean trading system. The Bahrain islands were ideally
situated midway down the Gulf coast to serve as a transit depot for
incoming goods to be distributed to the settlements on the Arabian
mainland.

In earlier times, the core of the region, which is identifiable with
the district of Al-Hasa and the adjacent archipelago of Uwal or
Bahrain, produced a sufficient surplus of its agricultural produce,
~ principally dates, to meet the needs of migrating Badw tribes or help
supply Makka which was deficient in food production (Kennedy 1986:
20) . However, in more recent centuries, the local agricultural output
diminished and became part of the region’s subsistence economy.

While the annual yield of date produce was comparable in both
quality and quantity to that of the region of Oman (Wilkinson 1977:
29), nevertheless dates by themselves were insufficient to provide a
balanced nutritional regime for the region’s population in spite of the
fruit’s high calorific content. It is estimated that on an annual basis,
the date palm provides 2-3 tons of fruit per acre (Dowson 1949) and
each pound of dates yields 1,450 calories (Wilkinson 1977: 29). Even
though the date is not a rich source of vitamins, it is a highly nutritious
fruit. The Badw tribes could sustain themselves during their annual
migrations solely on dates, camel’s milk and unleavened bread.
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natural release points of this sweet water occur as springs feeding all
the main oases of Al-Hasa as well as on Bahrain islands. As many as
twenty springs also occur in the sea surrounding the islands (" Abdulla
1977). The islands’ name, like that of the region, probably derived
from the term used to identify this quite unusual occurrence, namely
Bahrain which means “two water masses” .

REGIONAL ECONOMIC STRUCTURE:

The plentiful supply of fresh water provided by the numerous
springs located in Al-Bahrayn and the contiguous region of
Al-Yamama established the two regions as primary food producers for
the rest of Arabia, specifically the Al-Hijaz region which had to cater
for the annual influx of Hajj visitors. These springs imparted to the
region a physical distinctiveness from other regions in the peninsula.
The agricultural oases that were fed by these springs formed one of
three socio-ecological systems that could be distinguished within the
region’s economy; the other two were the desert interior and the
maritime coast. Agriculture, together with the maritime trade
orientation of the coastal settlements, gave the region a certain degree
of economic complementary. The islands of Bahrain themselves also
had some degree of economic complementary having a relatively large
area of cultivated land as well as the richest pearl banks in the Gulf.
However, in spite of the productivity of both these complementary
resources, Bahrain, like the rest of the Gulf, was marked by a deficit in
its economy.

This deficit was due to the specialization of the agricultural and
maritime systems, specifically the cultivation of dates and the
extraction of pearls. The insufficient variation in the region’s resource
base prevented the economy from developing an internal circulation of
products which would have created a self-sufficiency within the
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Within the framework of such conjecture, the primary cause for the
conceptual severance of Bahrain islands from Al-Bahrayn and the
disappearance of the latter as a regional name, lies with the
interventionist policies of the British authorities in the political affairs
of Bahrain’s Al-Khalifa government. The British made determined
efforts to restrict the Al-Khalifa regime’s territory and confine its
jurisdiction solely to the archipelago involving thereby the loss of
parts of the Arabian mainland, such as Al-Zubara on the Qatari coast.*

With the establishment of a discrete ground, Bahrain’s correct
name was “Jazirat Uwal”. The Al-Khalifa ruler was given strict notice
that none of his subjects should use any other name-that is, Bahrain-
for the island (F.O. 78/5108, from Mutassrif of Al-Hasa to Shaikh ‘Isa
b. ‘Ali, 16/1/1888). In compliance with British wishes, the letter was
ignored. In the face of British intransigence, the Ottoman
government’s political impotence left it with little choice but to
concentrate on reinforcing its position in Al-Hasa and the Qatari
penisula. The whole confrontation between the two powers
manoeuvreing for greater influence in the region would appear to have
marked the conclusive severance of Bahrain islands, on the political
level, from its former extended regional setting.

THE ABSENCE OF “BAHRAININESS”

Various explanations have been tendered in Arabic sources for the
name Al-Bahrayn (Bahrain). The most obvious choice of explanation
lies in the actual physical features within the coastal region which is
characterized by oases and coastal settlements watered by pressurized
sub-surface flows. The original recharge area for this sweet water
appears to be the outcrops of the highlands of Central Arabia. After
disappearing under the sandy plains of the Najd plateau, the flows
re-emerge from the confined aquifers in the region of Al-Bahrayn. The
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Lorimer, while the name Bahrain had come to be the island’s
predominant nomenclature, the largest of the islands continued to be
referred to locally as Uwal (Lorimer 1908-15: 233).

A tentative solution to this confusion of duplicated place names can
be proffered on the basis of Ibn Khaldun’s description of the region.
He stated that Al-Bahrayn as a region was called such according to its
main town (Ibn Khaldun edn. 1956-59: iv, 197). Whether he was
referring to the town by that name on Uwal island, or to the town of
Al-Hasa on the mainland which Al-Magqdisi in the tenth century said
was also given the alternative name of Al-Bahrayn (Al-Magqdisi edn.
1906: 93-94), one can only speculate. However, the principle
operating in Ibn Khaldun’s explanation of the source of the regional
nomenclature might also serve to clarify the dual usage of the same
regional name for the islands in question and their major town. That is
to say, while the islands continued to be strongly identified with the
historical name of Uwal, even as late as the nineteenth century,
references to them in both classical and more recent Arab writings
could just as easily identify the islands according to the name of their
main town: Al-Bahrayn. This feature, whereby an area or region, and
its core shared the same name was common in local geographical
place-names.

The paucity of systematic documentation of the Gulf’s history gives
rise to another historical conundrum. In the absence of substantive
evidence, one is unable to specify exactly - or at least within a narrow
margin-when Al-Bahrayn in the regional sense passed into obscurity
leaving only the archipelago by that name. The attribution of this
change to the rise of Al-Khalifa rule (cf. Landen 1986, Wilkinson
1987:26-27), in the archipelago does not appear to mark the actual
disappearance of the beginning of its end. It is arguable that the
vestigial process was concluded only as recently as the late nineteenth
century.
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Figure 2. The Region of Al“Arud (Al-Bahrayn & Al-Yamama)
According to Classical Arab Geographers
Source: Al-Shami 1983.
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Traditional perceptions of the eastern coast of the Arabian
peninsula in classical Arab geography have divided the area into that
of Greater Bahrayn and Greater Oman. Such geographical concepts
have roots that go far back into the Gulf’s history since the ancient
domains of Dilmun and Magan correspond, in some measures, with
the above regional divisions (Wilkinson 1987: 27). In carly Islamic
times’ writings, a very confusing picture emerges deriving from the
simultaneous application of the name Al-Bahrayn to a region, an
archipelago and a town.

The earliest identification of the archipelago as Al-Bahrayn
apparently occurs in the mid-eleventh century (Kennedy 1986: 21).
However, in the same period, the Persian writer Nasiri Khusraw
referred to the islands as Uwal and spoke of a large town existing there
having the name Al-Bahrayn. Another eleventh century writer,
Al-Munajim, also mentioned the existence of such a town, as did Ibn
Battuta in the fourteenth century. Al-Idrisi in the twelveth century
encapsulates the confusion by speaking of a pleasant island called
simultaneously Al-Bahrayn and Uwal on which stands a sizeable town
named Al-Bahrayn (Al-Shami 1983: 81-83).

While some contemporary writers on the Gulf maintain that after
the fall of Baghdad in 1258, the islands’ name of Uwal was replaced
by that of Al-Bahrayn (Kirvan & Ibn Khaldun 1983: Al-Doi 1985),
geographers and Arab historians writing during the same pertod, such
as Al-Dimashqi, Abll Al-Fida and Ibn Al-Mujawir (and even 1bn
Majid two centuries later) continued to identify the archipelago by
both names (Al-Shami 1983; 82-83). Even towards the end of the
nineteenth century, as a political dispute between the Ottoman Porte
and the British authorities indicates (which will be discussed below),
the name “Uwal” was still sufficiently in use for the Ottoman
Government to insist that the islands be called such instead of
Al-Bahrayn. In addition, in the early twentieth century according to

11 -



walallad 4 ubidg-

ARABIAN GULF

TARDS Lo,
Didin -
st-QOant “Enymr
AL LRy
Shat \
at ~Dammam -{
~

@ al-mubarcag s | 3 Eex
R

. s raci
Sukra 18 I\ OorAT Zadine

Umm - -
Na'asdn is/

Ya'saf is.

BAHRAIN
(SLANDS

At 4 Tast

Ribsd u)(lvq:yc s

* fyairats -
A Supodd 8l Shamila 1s Khewt SN2373

al- Wkl tslands
%

HMishlan b
e

¥7)

ai“Ugai

Howsae 16,

TAXNRGHITA 1,

Tanan g
B Sunidd ol Tanibiye ts

By Sadid istands

QATAR

~— X

21-Tent3

o] Kagmetrey 32 Loy
[S AR IARE) AL SOAD

Figure 1. Bahrain Islands

-10 -



THE REGIONAL IDENTITY OF BAHRAIN
A HISTORICAL-GEOGRAPHICAL STUDY

INTRODUCTION

In terms of both their social and political identity, the Bahrain
islands (Fig.1) have always constituted part of a regional space much
farger than their own geographical limits. All social groups dwelling in
the islands shared in common an outward-looking perception of their
territorial identities. Hence, as an isolated political unit, the islands did
not possess an historical continuity within which a territorial identity
could take root. As a result, each of the resident community’s
conceptualization of itself did not include a developed sense of
betonging to the archipelago. While in the twentieth century, the
Bahrain islands ostensibly cemented their political identity and
independence under al-Khalifa rule- an independence which, as shall
be seen, has proven to be quite unique in the islands’ history - its
regional identity remains firmly rooted in a geographical abstraction
that possibly dates from antiquity: that of al-Bahrayn (Greater
Bahrain).!

Al-Bahrayn was one of five regions into which the arabian
peninsula was traditionally divided by Arab geographers, namely:
al-Hijaz, Tihama, Najd, al-Yaman and al-"’Arud,? the latter name
being identified with al-Bahrayn and al-Yamama (Yaqut edn.
1866-73: 1i, 205-6). The uniform region of al-Bahrayn way be looked
upon as a province within which the localities and districts of Bahrain
islands are located. In turn this province, while in itself having great
internal diversity can be seen to possess sufficient cultural, political
and geographical ties with other parts of the Arab world to coalesce
into a realm (Whittlesey 1954: 43).







ABSTRACT

The article explains how Bahrain came to acquire its current
geographical identity and what effects traditional patterns of mobility
have had on the development of this identity. Like the merchant
community, the tribal component of Bahraini society, which included
the ruling elite and their allies, was equally outward looking. Hence.
both in social and economic terms, Bahrain was unable to create an
adequate degree of internal cohesiveness and self-sufficiency to
provide the basis for a true national identity. The continued reliance
on tribal affiliations, lineage, family, religion and language as bases of
social differentiation and identity ensured that Bahraini society
remained inextricably linked to geographical and ethnic concepts
broader than its own territorial base.

The historical rise and decline during the post-Islamic era of
various tribal dynasties in the region of Greater Bahrayn
(Al-Bahrayn), which encompassed present-day Eastern Arabia and the
archipelago of Bahrain, is traced in order to illustrate that Bahrain's
geographical identity has historically been inseparable from the
Arabian mainland. In cultural and religious terms, Bahrain was part of
the Arab world. Hence, the ideology of local nationalism failed to take
root in the consciousness of Bahraini society. Tribal loyalties and
kinship structures continued fo fulfill social needs of identity.
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