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Politics in the Persian Gulf  
 

an overview  
 

Mehran Kamrava 

By its very nature, the study of politics is a complicated and often fraught undertaking. In my 
own experience, I have often found the study of politics to be somewhat similar to peeling an 
onion. If one were to peel an onion, the first layer reveals itself to be made up of a series of 
highly intricate, interwoven patterns that combine to make a complex whole. That fine layer, 
with its intricate design of interwoven patterns, is followed by another, similarly complicated 
layer, and then another, and another. To me, politics is not that different—a fine layer of 
complex, interwoven, symbiotically related patterns, followed by successive and equally 
complex, linked patterns. This book, I believe, comes close to capturing much of that complex-
ity when it comes to the politics of the Persian Gulf. 

I have arranged the book according to my own conceptualization of politics, as a domain of 
study with its own fine and complicated patterns and yet linked with and inseparable from 
other, equally complex, related fields. If, at the broadest level, politics is the art and science of 
the exercise of power, then power relationships are by nature bound to go beyond the composi-
tion and functions of institutions through which they are exercised. They are just as consequen-
tially influenced by precedents and pre-existing traditions (history), by the actual and symbolic 
forces that shape relationships among individuals and their communities (society and culture), 
by the sources of wealth and patterns and consequences of its accumulation and expenditure 
(economy), and by matters of defense and interactions with other countries (security and inter-
national relations). This is not disciplinary malpractice. It is acknowledging that different discip-
lines are on their edges connected to one another, so that to fully and accurately understand one, 
its connections and interfaces with other disciplines have also to be understood. 

In examining the politics of the Persian Gulf, this book therefore casts a necessarily wide net. 
It begins with an examination of the rule of the Ottomans in the Arabian Peninsula and explores 
other dimensions of the region’s history up until independence in 1970. By its very nature, 
Ottoman rule in the region was weak and diffuse, only minimally disrupting pre-existing pat-
terns of Sheikhly rule and the slow but steady progression of tribes into allied tribal confedera-
cies and eventually the ruling clans and families. Following the Ottomans, the British only 
solidified what were the beginnings of independent statelets. By the time they had settled on 
their departure in 1968, slightly distinct national identities had already begun forming. Within 
a matter of a few years, the newly independent states were to reap the benefits of the first oil 
boom. Rentierism and, with it, the curse of abundant resources were not that far behind. 
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Iran and Saudi Arabia had different historical trajectories from the other, much smaller states 
of the Persian Gulf and from one another. Saudi Arabia was eventually forged out of what had 
started as an alliance of two men, Muhammad bin Abdul Wahhab (1703–92) and Muhammad 
bin Saud (1710–65), in 1744. Eclipsed first by the Ottomans and then temporarily by the rival 
Al Rashid tribe, and armed with zeal of the Wahhabi movement’s Unitarian ideology, the dece-
dents of Muhammad bin Saud eventually subdued rivals, unified much of the Arabian Peninsula 
under their rule, and established the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Iran’s trajectory was much 
different, having developed a semblance of a working state under the patrimonial rule of the 
Qajars (1794–1925), subject first to a Constitutional Revolution (1905–11) and then to a 
military coup that led to the establishment of the authoritarian, modernizing Pahlavi Dynasty 
(1925–79). 

As the Gulf states formed and made their appearance felt in relation to their own societies 
and other states, they gave rise to popular feelings of nationalism among their peoples. For more 
than a century, in fact, nationalism has been a constant element of Iranian identity, super-
imposed on a rich and diverse ethnic mosaic. Under very different circumstances and a result of 
very different historical processes, nationalism has also become a compelling force in the Arab 
oil monarchies of the region, manifesting itself either as unbridled self-confidence (Kuwait in 
the 1980s and Qatar in the 2000s) or outright chauvinism and bellicosity (Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE starting in the second half of the 2010s). In all cases, from Iraq and Iran down to the UAE 
and Oman, the state has done what it could to keep nationalist sentiments at fever pitch, all too 
frequently trying to divert attention from domestic shortcomings by rallying people around the 
flag and prompting them against real or imagined enemies. 

Nationalism, however, has been far from the only defining social and cultural force in the 
region. While operating in different historical, economic, and political contexts, all Persian Gulf 
societies are in the midst of profound changes. Traditional gender roles, for example, are being 
challenged and changed, as much by economic growth and development as by state policies. 
States, either out of deliberate measures to guarantee their hold on power or less intentionally, 
alternately enhance or erode the bonds that keep societies together or deepen the cleavages that 
fray their cohesion and unity. In Iraq’s case, and in Bahrain, the state has been the primary 
engine of sectarian strife. 

Similar to nationalism, all Persian Gulf societies have had to navigate between tradition and 
modernity and to deal with the causes and consequences of profound social and economic 
change. Few—in fact, perhaps no—aspects of life have been left untouched as a result of social 
change. In most places, the look, infrastructure, and spatial distribution of communities across 
cities have changed beyond recognition. The state, the economy, intensified cultural diffusion, 
and the societies’ own creativity are doing what they can to add to the speed and depth with 
which values, assumptions, symbols, identities, and relations are constantly being defined and 
redefined. The ensuing dislocations contributed to the eruption of a mass-based revolution in 
Iran. Revolutions of a similar kind are unlikely today in Iran or any of its neighbors, adaptable 
authoritarians having learnt from the Iranian Shah’s mistakes. But the processes and con-
sequences of the profound changes underway are no less revolutionary. 

Nowhere are the changes unfolding in the Persian Gulf more apparent than in the economy. 
Petrodollars have literally changed the geography of the Persian Gulf, creating islands where none 
existed before. Cities in the southern littoral states grow into the sea on one side and into the sky 
on another. The region’s physical landscape is constantly changing. This is not the case in Iran, 
of course, where sanctions and mismanagement have combined to slow economic growth and 
development to a snail’s pace. In complete contrast, in the oil monarchies, the speed of develop-
ment has been at breakneck, and the consequences are nothing less than astounding. 
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Rent- and resource-based economies that are transposed onto small demographies and 
authoritarian polities do not always foster the best outcomes. The ability to purchase something 
does not automatically amount to the capacity and the know-how to build it. In fact, lower 
efforts involved in accumulating wealth through unearned income because of resource abun-
dance rather than producing and manufacturing sources of wealth can result in a resource curse. 
In the Persian Gulf, a resource curse has manifested itself in built-in economic inefficiencies, 
skewed labor markets, and frozen political institutions. 

These frozen political institutions have been invariably authoritarian. Authoritarianism 
became, and has been, the order of politics across the Persian Gulf since the inception of the 
modern state system, at times somewhat benignly and at times with more repression. Dictator-
ships come in different forms, and those in the Persian Gulf range from hybrid authoritarian 
systems in Iraq, Iran, and Kuwait, to relatively benign ones in Qatar and Oman, to less tolerant, 
more repressive ones in Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and the United Arab Emirates. But even in the 
hybrid systems, where elected institutions serve as safety valves for popular anger, mass frustra-
tions at times spill over into open acts of defiance and protests. This is not a region whose pen-
chant for political instability is about to be reversed any time soon. 

Across the Persian Gulf, frequent bouts of political instability have gone hand-in-hand with 
regional and international tensions. A long and deep history of colonial machinations, com-
peting nationalisms, fragile political legitimacies, geostrategic significance, and resource abun-
dance, and the more recent overlaying of sectarian othering have all combined to make the 
Persian Gulf region one of the world’s most militarized and war-prone areas. Multiple and 
overlapping security dilemmas characterize the region’s international relations, and one record-
breaking arms sale after another only adds to its vicious cycle of mistrust and militarization. 

All of this has occurred at a time when the Persian Gulf region has emerged as the new heart 
of the Middle East, the regional hub for global finance and commerce, logistics and airline con-
nectivity, medical tourism and international branch campuses, world-class museums, and count-
less other services. For those of us studying the Middle East, this is all relatively new—Middle 
East politics having until recently focused almost exclusively on North Africa or the Levant, Iraq, 
Iran, and perhaps Saudi Arabia. Until the mid-2000s, I myself was unaware of the increasing 
importance of the littoral states of the Persian Gulf, both in themselves and in relation to the rest 
of the Middle East. For instance, in the first edition of The Modern Middle East: A Political History 
since the First World War, I devoted hardly any space to examining the states of the Persian Gulf 
region beyond exploring the reasons for Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990. Upon closer examin-
ation, however, and after having lived in the region for many years, I have come to discover its 
critical and growing significance to the Middle East and beyond. It is because of this increasing 
importance that a handbook of this type is both timely and much needed. 

The multidisciplinary logic laid out above has informed the organization of the present 
volume. The book is divided into six parts, each comprising chapters on the Persian Gulf’s 
historical context, societies and cultures, domestic politics, economic development, regional 
security dynamics, and relations with the rest of the world. No matter how comprehensive, no 
one book could possibly cover all the relevant dimensions of a region’s politics. My hope is that 
this book, with the depth and breadth of its chapters, will do its share in providing as compre-
hensive an examination of Persian Gulf politics as possible. 
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Introduction 

Qalʿat al Qatif, literally “the castle at Qatif,” is one of the most appropriate symbols of the Ottoman 
impact on the Persian Gulf. The foundations of this castle were laid in the third century by the 
Sassanid kings. When Qatif became part of the Ottoman Empire, the Ottomans refurbished it and 
used it a military base in the Gulf. Simultaneously, it was a multipurpose complex of eleven 
mosques, guest houses, a keep for the sultan, a residential complex, a commercial marketplace, and 
a civilian-purpose warehouse. The Ottomans lost sovereignty of Qatif to the British in World War 
I, and the castle fell to ruins by the 1980s with the discovery of oil in the area. The Persian Gulf 
was a region rich in history and culture, inhabited and governed by a diversity of people from the 
Neo-Persian Sassanids to the Ottoman Turks to the British. It was impacted, like all other parts of 
the world, by changes in the global climate, shifts in power, and new discoveries, and the Ottoman 
presence in the Persian Gulf was part of these contingencies. 

During the last few decades of the Ottoman presence in the Gulf, Ottoman rule attracted 
widespread support among the local populace. The benevolent empire shared a religion with 
the majority of the populace, which helped them feel represented and understood. Influential 
figures in the empire that shared this sentiment were apprehensive of the possibility of European 
colonialism. A prominent scholar of the time, Şehbenderzade Ahmed Hilmi (1865–1914), is 
reported to have said: 

The hope of all Muslims everywhere was in the Ottoman Empire and the Caliphate 
… Should they remain divided, they would be exposed to two danger-conflicting 
interests and the cooperation of the power against them. Against these dangers, united 
Islam, enjoying the moral support of 400million, would not be a force to be taken 
lightly.1 

He further notes that: 

the Muslim elements in the Ottoman Empire were the only ones hoping for the empire’s 
survival. Their unity was the sole remedy for the empire’s troubles and the only guaran
tee for its independence. On the other hand, division would be disastrous,2 
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emphasizing the threat that European colonialism posed to the Arab world, and Arab support 
for the Empire. Another influential scholar of the time, Celal Nuri (1881–1938), chimed in and 
insisted that the pan-Islamist ideology of the Ottoman Empire was essential to the unity of the 
Muslim umma and preservation of its religious sentiment, something that was very important to 
the Muslim population in the uncertain and turbulent turn of the century. 

The Ottoman sultans too were aware of the impending threat of their European rivals and 
were taking measures to address this threat. Sultan Mahmud II, who ascended to the throne in 
1808, was quick to carry out military reforms by introducing formal and institutionalized train
ing for military men in order to adapt to the large empire and to enact effective communication. 
He also strengthened the centralized power of the empire and reformed the taxing system that 
formerly irked the non-Muslim subjects in order to earn their loyalty as part of a secularization 
agenda. Simultaneously, Sultan Mahmud II maintained the trust of his Muslim supporters by 
upholding a pan-Islamic ideology and preserving the sentiments of the unity of the umma.3 

This ideology was upheld by the Ottomans until the end of the empire—the last Ottoman 
sultan, Abdulhamid II, was a pan-Islamist who was supported by the Arab Provinces of the 
empire, but was deposed in 1908 by a revolt in the capital instigated by an organization called 
the Young Turks.4 Abdulhamid II believed that endorsing pan-Islamism was his moral duty and 
his way to gain leverage during a shift in the international balance of power.5 

Despite the foresight and initiative of the Ottoman sultans to gain the support of both the 
Muslim majority and the non-Muslim minority in their provinces in the Arab world, and 
despite the support of the majority of the Muslim populace in the Persian Gulf, the Ottoman 
Empire came to a violent end due to internal turbulence—it ultimately lost its Arab provinces 
to its European rivals. This chapter will explore the reasons why the mighty empire collapsed, 
despite its leaders’ initiative, foresight, and benevolence. 

The origins and structure of the Ottoman Empire 

The Ottoman Empire was founded by Othman I, son of Ertoghrul who was a nomadic tribe 
leader under the Seljuk Empire. Ertoghrul left Othman with some territory granted to him by 
the Sultan Alaeddin over which he had little sovereignty.6 Upon succeeding Ertoghrul in 1288, 
Othman led a more ambitious and successful reign than his father. It is from him that the 
Ottoman Empire acquired its name. Othman ruled this empire from his capital in Bursa for 
thirty-eight years, from 1299 to 1326, during which he expanded his territory from his father’s 
humble Sugut and Eski-Sheir to an area north of the Bosporus River and Black Sea.7 

Othman faced little resistance in this expansion due to his armada and military superiority 
over his contemporaries.8 The Seljuk Empire had declined by the end of the thirteenth century, 
and the Mongolian control over Persia was deteriorating in the early fourteenth century, allow
ing Othman to expand his control.9 The conquest of important cities such as Bursa and Con
stantinople (now Istanbul) in the early years of his empire gave Othman access to resources and 
trade routes, facilitating further expansion westwards into Europe, and eastwards into the 
Persian Gulf. 

Another advantage that the young empire had over its contemporary Byzantine emperors 
was that of its proximity to the Muslim world. Ottoman sultans were able to draw on a young 
and dedicated Muslim armada from the Anatolian province who were committed, like the 
Christian Crusaders, to spreading their religion and gaining land and access to resources. These 
warrior qazis came from the nomadic tribes in Anatolia. The tribes’ pursuit for pasture land 
made the qazis more driven by the Ottoman conquests, and the region’s nomadic structure 
became increasingly militaristic, contributing greatly to the expansion of the Ottoman Empire.10 
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The qazis made up the primary Ottoman military force, and were financed by an institution 
called the timar. 

The institution of timar formed the economic system of the empire. Resources entered the 
timar through rural taxes and were distributed by the sultan’s appointees. This system of taxation 
and distribution of wealth did not result in a hierarchical pyramid in society like the feudal struc
tures of Europe. Instead, it made all working people in the empire a subject of the Ottoman 
Sultan, subordinate to the administrators that constituted those who collected taxes (timar 
holders) and the judges (qazis).11 This centralized nature made the Ottoman Empire more 
powerful than its European contemporaries of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. 

What also contributed to this success was the high esteem in which the warriors were held. 
As the empire grew, the qazis no longer met the military need of the expanding force and so, 
one-fifth of the prisoners of war were made to convert to Islam, learn the Turkish language, and 
were then recruited into the army. Such warriors came to be known as the janissaries. No one 
living in an Islamic state could be enslaved, regardless of religion, unless they tried to overthrow 
the sultan. This condition in which subjects remained free ensured the loyalty of the janissaries 
to the sultan, a benevolent fate they would not have had as prisoners of war elsewhere. Their 
loyalty to the sultan would allow them to gain status and prestige in the military, something that 
made the institution an attractive choice for many prisoners. 

There is evidence to suggest that at least from the fifteenth century onward, through reforms 
made under Mehmet, the empire, and the institution of the military in particular, was merito
cratic. Military men had to attend school at the palace where they were taught skills deemed 
necessary for them to serve in order to qualify as commanders or governors of provinces. The 
highest-ranking military officers, the viziers (advisors), convened frequently as the imperial 
council to the sultan and assisted him in the functioning of the empire.12 

Religion in the Ottoman Empire too was centralized. Sunni Islam was taught in state 
mosques and schools constructed and funded by the sultanate. While the state claimed to uphold 
the true Islam, variations of the faith existed across the empire. Shamanism heavily influenced 
and penetrated Islamic practices in the Ottoman Empire, as migrating nomadic groups integ
rated their new faith with the old. 

Such a structure made the Ottoman Empire very benevolent to its subjects. Every citizen had 
an equal status under the sultan and could not be enslaved. Citizens of the empire enjoyed 
freedom of religion, fair taxation and distribution of resources, and were governed by fairly 
meritocratic state institutions and military. Such structure helped the sultan gain the favor of his 
people. 

The Ottoman Empire in the Persian Gulf 

In 1534, conflict with the Persian Safavid Empire allowed the Ottomans to arrive at the margins 
of the Persian Gulf and gain territory in Eastern Asia Minor, including both the Persian and 
Arab Iraqs.13 Part of this conflict was religious; there was friction between the Shiʿi Safavids and 
the Sunni Ottomans.14 However, a larger contributor to the conflict was the Ottoman desire to 
gain better control and access to the Silk Route and Spice Routes that ran from Tabriz in 
modern-day Iran to Erzurum in Turkey, and from Basra and Baghdad in Iraq to Aleppo in 
Syria, respectively.15 

Mehmed II, Ottoman Sultan in the mid-fifteenth century, realized the strategic importance 
of including the Persian Gulf in the Ottoman Empire—it would give the empire access to the 
two most important trade routes in the region, the Silk and Spice routes, which would provide 
significant economic opportunities.16 Simultaneously, Ottoman merchants’ involvement in this 
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trade, Mehmed believed, would end the privileged position that European rival states’ mer
chants had enjoyed under the Byzantine Empire.17 Emperor Selim II, in the late fifteenth 
century, also realized the strategic importance of the Persian Gulf if the Ottomans were to 
address their rival in the east, the Safavid Empire; with control over the Gulf, they would be able 
to disrupt the Safavid Empire’s exports of silk to the West and hence negatively impact their 
economy as well as solidify their own control.18 

Conquests in Eastern Asia, starting with Syria and Egypt, hence, soon followed. By the year 
1538, the Ottoman sultan was recognized as the sovereign in Basra—his name was read in 
Friday prayer sermons and people were expected to obey the Pasha of Baghdad, the Ottoman 
administrator of Iraq.19 

After becoming well established in Basra, Iraq, the Ottomans made friendly advances toward 
the Portuguese.20 The Portuguese were their competitors for control over the trade routes 
through the Persian Gulf, the straits of Bahrain and to the Indian Ocean, and were already well 
established in the region by the time the Ottomans had arrived. A letter that the Dom Manuel 
de Lima wrote to the Portuguese Governor of India narrated how the Ottomans were eager to 
engage in trade on the routes in order to make Basra prosperous for merchants, and, as a result, 
make the entire region flourish.21 

Soon after their conquest in Basra in 1538, the Ottomans established their control in Lahsa, 
Bihar, India, though little is known about this conquest. The provincial administration of Lahsa 
extended to Qatar in the Persian Gulf.22 The Pasha of Basra then proceeded to make gains in 
the desired trade routes by demanding the surrender of the fort of Qatif. Qatif then became a 
second base for the Ottomans after Basra on the coast of the Persian Gulf. 

At this stage, the timar system was revised in order to strengthen control over the growing 
empire. The Sultan Selim II and his viziers decided that new territories would be taxed, and the 
salaries of the soldiers, timars, and state officials would be paid from their respective provincial 
taxes. A portion of these taxes would go to the sultan’s treasury.23 

Ottoman success in Qatif in 1550 alarmed the Portuguese, and the Governor of India D. 
Alfonso de Noronha appointed an army to push against Ottoman control of the region.24 The 
Ottomans defended Qatif successfully, but were forced to surrender after a week-long siege. 
After this success, Noronha advanced to Basra. The Ottomans in Basra, however, succeeded by 
deceiving the Portuguese; they pretended to have forged an alliance with the city’s Arab popu
lation, thus exaggerating their actual power. The Ottomans were thus able to maintain their 
presence in the Persian Gulf’s coastal areas a while longer. 

Ottoman naval bases were set up in the Red Sea as they had established control in Egypt and 
the Suez between 1516 and 1517. This allowed them to have an unwavering stronghold in the 
Red Sea. These naval bases also allowed them to sail the Indian Ocean. In 1538, the naval 
strength was used to besiege Gujarat, India. Although the attempt failed, it made a statement 
about Ottoman capabilities as they were able to establish their control in Aden and Zebid in 
modern-day Yemen. Their naval might in the Red Sea was such that they defeated Estavo da 
Gama in his attempt to take control of the waters in 1541.25 

In 1552, the Portuguese expressed interest in Bahrain in order to gain control of Basra. 
However, before they could act, the Ottomans captured Muscat, formerly a Portuguese ter
ritory, and took the opposing garrisons as prisoners.26 In the same year, the Ottomans proceeded 
to capture Hormuz and bombarded the castle, forcing the Portuguese to retreat to Kishm in 
Persia, and not challenge Ottoman authority in Iraq, Yemen, and Oman.27 

Bahrain, however, remained contested; it provided a sea route between Hormuz and Basra 
and was the center of pearl diving in region, making it an attractive area to both the Ottomans 
and the Portuguese.28 In 1553, the Ottomans continued their attempts to take Bahrain, but were 
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unsuccessful as the Portuguese had superior knowledge of the region. The Ottomans continued 
efforts with geographers and other skilled personnel, but this ended in violent battle that resulted 
in heavy losses on both sides. These battles continued intermittently until 1559, when the west
erlies carrying deadly disease killed men on both sides, causing the Ottomans to surrender, and 
the Portuguese to allow the surrender on relatively lenient terms.29 

The late sixteenth and early seventeenth century, however, saw new powers emerge in the 
Gulf. The Persian Safavids under Shah Abbas I challenged Portuguese influence and invaded 
Bahrain. The Portuguese, eager to maintain ties and peace in the region, did little to oppose this 
invasion.30 This allowed the Safavids to continue to advance on Portuguese territory, which 
diminished Portuguese influence. British and Dutch traders also expressed interest in the region 
at the turn of this century, and their trade relations with Persia challenged the Portuguese 
monopoly over commerce in the region.31 The Portuguese grew worried and for good reason. 

Shah Abbas launched concentrated efforts to expel the Portuguese from Hormuz, one of the 
most strategically important straits for trade in the Persian Gulf. He further permitted the British 
traders in the East India Company to construct a factory at Jask, a coastal city that would allow 
inland trade.32 The Portuguese, now threatened for their neighboring territory in India, sent 
troops to put an end to this, but were defeated by the British by 1619.33 The British quickly 
gained power and access to the castle of Hormuz; they were exempted from customs and taxes, 
and received custody of Christian prisoners in the region.34 As the power of the Portuguese 
deteriorated, it was quickly replaced by the British who became a stronger threat to the Pasha 
of Basra and the Sultan in Istanbul by the year 1640. 

After the death of Shah Abbas I in 1645, the Dutch forced their way into the silk trade in 
Persia. Competition in trade and the Anglo-Dutch wars in 1653 and 1665 led to hostilities 
between the two rivals in the Gulf, and financial losses on the Dutch side.35 It is important to 
note, however, that for most of the seventeenth century, the East India Company was con
cerned primarily with commerce and did not become politically involved until the end of the 
century. 

At this stage, there were three struggles in the Persian Gulf: that between the two local 
powers of the Safavids and the Ottomans; that between the European powers of Portugal, 
Britain, and France; and that between all of these powers and the local Arab populations. While 
the seventeenth century saw a rise in conflict between the European powers, the Ottomans and 
Safavids took advantage of this shift in attention and gained power. 

The Ottomans had already occupied Iraq, Yemen, Egypt, and parts of Oman by the end of 
the sixteenth century. The Safavids had challenged Ottoman power in the early seventeenth 
century, but arrived at peaceful negotiations soon after.36 After the death of Shah Abbas I, the 
power of the Safavids declined steadily relative to their contemporaries, but they were replaced 
by the indigenous Arabs—the Arabs of Oman built a powerful navy, attacked the Portuguese, 
and retook control of Muscat in 1640.37 As Arabs filled the power vacuum left by the declining 
Safavids, Ottoman power remained stagnant during the seventeenth century. 

The eighteenth century for the Ottomans was characterized by poor administration. Prior to 
this, the Ottomans knew little about their European rivals who were gaining power and influ
ence in their empire. Simultaneously, their knowledge of science, politics, and world affairs was 
growing obsolete. It was then that the Ottomans celebrated the Tulip Period, a time of artistic 
expression, lavish architecture, introspection, and growth.38 It was also during the Tulip Period 
that the printing press became available in the Turkish language. This development allowed the 
circulation of vast subjects such as religion, history, languages, mathematics, geography, govern
ment, and the sciences throughout the empire. This knowledge flowed in and out of neighbor
ing territories.39 

11 



Aiza Khan 

The Tulip Period, although criticized as a time of complacency and gluttony for its intro
spective nature, was a pivotal time for the Ottoman Empire. Such production and circulation of 
knowledge and information was what formed the identity of the empire. The religious texts 
produced and compiled during this period were in a language accessible to the general public in 
the empire, allowing for the pan-Islamism that later emerged. It was also Western discourses of 
secularism and alternative forms of government that shaped the views of the Young Turk organ
ization that overthrew the empire. Both of these movements are discussed later in this chapter. 
Furthermore, it was also during this period that technological breakthroughs from other parts of 
the world reached the empire; its future would be shaped by evolving knowledge of geography, 
cartography, compasses, and even new war tactics.40 

Midhat Pasha, the governor of Baghdad during the nineteenth century, realized the threat of 
the European powers to Ottoman territory in the Arab world and sought to reinforce the dwin
dling Ottoman influence in the region. He drafted a detailed plan of how he would do so: more 
effective administration, economic development, and ensuring fair taxation.41 

This plan was carried out under Sultan Abdulhamid II, however, despite the Sultan’s efforts, 
the empire lost territory to the British.42 At this stage, the Ottoman economy was in decline— 
previous wars had drained it, and corrupt officials were further taking a toll on it. Furthermore, 
access to the Silk Route had not benefitted the Ottomans as they had expected. Merchants in 
the empire were poorly regulated, and, as a result, very few of the profits generated by Ottoman 
merchants made it into the state treasury as taxes.43 Additionally, the empire’s inability to prop
erly allocate resources to enhance communication, economic productivity, and, most impor
tantly, efficient administration had cost them the favor of local administrators before the end of 
the nineteenth century.44 By 1875, the empire was bankrupt. Underpaid qazis, janissaries, and 
timars succumbed to corruption, weakening the empire. This further weakened the Ottomans’ 
ability to secure trade in the Gulf, something that they competed over with the British; as the 
Ottoman Empire weakened, the British gained strength. 

With economic decline came political decline. Prominent local religious leaders and influential 
figures were given leading roles at the provincial level. To keep peace and appease the locals, the 
Ottoman sultans, particularly Abdulhamid II, were known to bend over backwards for these rulers 
with the intention to keep the populace happy. Local governments took charge of collecting taxes, 
the judiciary, health care, education, and security.45 These local leaders were able to exploit their 
position and take advantage of the Ottoman rivalry with the British.46 The State of Qatar, gov
erned from the Ottoman base in Lahsa, was the first to do so. In 1893, the sheikh of Qatar revolted 
against the Ottomans. Sheikh Mubarak al Sabah of Kuwait soon followed. The Saudis, through 
careful diplomacy, managed to lay the foundations for their independent state without force.47 

While the local leadership grew corrupt, the Ottomans appropriated the pan-Islamist senti
ment to garner support. This sentiment was first cultivated by the European rivals to the region 
in order to spread discord among the non-Muslim minorities in Ottoman territories, hoping to 
foster rebellions in the Christian provinces of the empire and bolster support for themselves.48 

The Ottoman Empire was known to give leadership positions to non-Turk subjects from occu
pied provinces. The inclusion of local leadership was used to present the empire as Muslim in 
nature. Those loyal to the sultan were rewarded with wealth and high status.49 The empire, 
hence, was well received by the common people—they saw the Ottomans as fellow Muslims 
who preserved rather than plundered the existing order.50 This can be seen in the simultaneous 
re-emergence of the religious sentiment and the rise of Wahhabism in the face of Western colo
nialism in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.51 Abdulhamid II appealed to pan-Islamism as 
a unifying force to preserve his empire in the Arab world in the face of European imperialism, 
something that shaped the foreign policy and internal affairs of the empire in turmoil.52 
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As the empire lost its provinces to the corruption and treason of local leaders, it also lost 
support in the capital. A coalition of young army officers and intellectuals formed an under
ground group called the Young Turks with the mission to depose the sultan and replace the 
autocratic government with a constitutional and democratic one in the empire and all its 
colonies.53 The leaders of this coalition were the Turks who had been influenced by European 
ideals during the Tulip Period, as discussed above. The sultan, an absolute monarch who decided 
state affairs with a small number of loyal aristocrats, could not handle such opposition. The 
Young Turks also came directly in opposition to the Sultan’s pan-Islamist sentiment in the Arab 
provinces as they advocated for a secular form of government in order to preserve both Muslim 
and Christian provinces of the empire. 

This internal conflict coincided with the external threat to the empire from Britain and 
France, and World War I, a war in which the Ottoman Empire allied with Germany and 
Austro-Hungarian Empire against the British and French. While the Ottomans were able to 
defeat the British in battles over their own territory, the Arab provinces felt alienated and dis
satisfied with their administration, which was preoccupied with war. As a result, the Arabs 
revolted against the Ottomans, and their uprisings gathered the support of the British fighting 
against the Ottomans for this very territory. The Ottomans lost support on all sides; their prov
inces in the Arab world fell to Britain and France by the end of this war.54 By 1924, the 
Ottoman Empire was replaced by a military government under Mustafa Kemal, a leader of the 
Young Turks coalition who later took the name Atatürk, meaning father of the Turks. His 
government maintained that the failure of the empire had been due to its Islamic nature. Atatürk 
believed that religion was what made society regressive and unsuccessful and that the way to 
progress was through science and reason. Atatürk’s government reduced the role of religion to 
the private sphere and formed the secular state of Turkey.55 

Why did the Ottoman Empire decline? 

In the nineteenth and early twentieth century, the Ottomans were deeply concerned with the 
empire’s vulnerability regarding the British threat to their territories. This threat was not just military 
in nature; the Ottomans were also concerned that the British would penetrate their empire using 
nonviolent means and undermine the integrity of the empire from within. This concern was legiti
mate, and both suspicions proved correct. For example, from 1862, British telegraph lines con
nected India, Baghdad, Tehran, and Istanbul, and a mail service also ran between Iraq and India, 
making the Levant and the Gulf easily penetrable by the British and their influence.56 

From the middle of the twentieth century, British warships patrolled the Gulf where they 
came in contact with the local leadership of the Ottomans, which allowed both sides to suppos
edly strike crucial agreements. British presence in these waters was hard to avoid since the trade 
that dominated the Gulf and the Indian Ocean was controlled by the British to and from colo
nial India. These ships posed a threat to the Ottoman Empire’s stronghold over the Persian Gulf, 
as they could easily carry troops and weapons to take the region by force. It also increased the 
likelihood of British interference in the disputed Ottoman areas in the Gulf, such as Bahrain or 
Kuwait, under the guise of settling local conflict, especially under corrupt local governments. 
Suleyman Pasha, a local governor was particularly concerned with British distribution of arms 
and money in the Gulf to expand their influence and to incite conflict.57 Reports from Mehmed 
Ali supported Suleyman Pasha’s claims and recommended limiting trade with the British to 
specific areas, a recommendation that the Ottomans were unable to follow.58 

Suleyman Pasha’s reports indicate that the British sent suspicious gifts to the numerous local 
governors in the coastal towns of the Gulf that were patrolled by these very British ships. 
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Through gifts, influence, and intimidation, the British had bribed and coerced local leaders to 
side with them and commit treason against the Ottomans. 

The third group that contributed to the downfall of the empire was the Young Turks coali
tion. As described above, the coalition consisted of intellectuals, army officers, and youth who 
opposed the Ottoman Sultan and demanded a constitutional form of government. As detailed 
earlier, to appease to this coalition, Sultan Abdulhamid II carried out tax reform and made 
attempts to modernize the empire. However, the aristocratic nature of the empire and the pan-
Islamic ideology that it pushed in the Arab provinces was seen as contradictory to the demands 
of secularism that the Young Turks made. As a result, the Young Turks coalition could not be 
pacified; while the Ottoman Empire struggled to address the loss of its provinces to its European 
rivals, the Young Turks uprooted the empire from the capital and replaced it with the Republic 
of Turkey under a Young Turks’ leader, Mustafa Kemal. 

Examining the history of the Ottoman Empire, it would be convenient to attribute its 
decline to its three opponents: the European powers, the corrupt local provincial leadership, and 
the Young Turks, who posed external, provincial, and internal threats to the empire respec
tively. However, its decline was part of a much larger process of global change that resulted from 
slow and, at the time, undetectable shifts in economic, political, social, and cultural structures 
taking place in the world. Furthermore, the Persian Gulf was at the center of the eight most 
prominent circuits of trade in the world that encompassed Asia, Europe, and North Africa. The 
Ottoman Empire was directly impacted by these shifts. 

The Ottoman Empire, like most of its contemporary empires, was heavily dependent on 
agriculture. Taxes from peasants that owned and worked farmland made up a significant portion 
of the state’s treasury. Changes in harvest due to climate change or famine made these peasants 
aware of new political ideas, and better understood their rights and their relationship to the state. 
This is something we observe in the Ottoman Empire, both in the case of the provincial leader
ship’s susceptibility to bribery and the Anatolian Young Turks’ demands for a constitutional 
state. Since the state relied on taxes from these groups, when tax revenue ran low in difficult 
circumstances, the empire lacked the resources and force to subdue revolt and opposition from 
these parties. 

Up until the eighteenth century, when European powers began to take control of trade 
routes and colonize territories, no empire attempted to monopolize the trade systems. The 
Ottomans and the Safavids, for example, were content with maintaining peace and only taxing 
the goods going through the Strait of Hormuz or the Ports of Bahrain in the Persian Gulf. A 
prominent example of this is the Portuguese refusal to engage in violent battle with the Safavids 
when Shah Abbas I threatened their control over Bahrain. As long as the Portuguese were able 
to carry out trade in those waters, they were content. The world was polycentric; there were 
many centers of trade and many empires that traded with one another. This trade also permitted 
an exchange of language, ideas, and literature—something we observe happening in the 
Tulip Age. 

While the empires in Asia engaged in a polycentric system of mutually beneficial trade, 
European states engaged in warfare until the mid-eighteenth century. The conflict between the 
Protestants and Catholic Church and the Spanish Inquisition resulted in the consolidation of 
Europe into smaller political units that formed sovereign states. Wars accelerated the process of 
nation building in Europe. As small states struggled to finance their wars with meager taxes, they 
were forced to come up with innovative ways of banking and loans that paved the way for capi
talist enterprises such as the East India Company that traded in the Gulf. These wars also gave 
rise to new political ideologies and a shift in understanding: the source of a government’s legiti
macy no longer came from divine rights, but from democratic ones. The eighteenth century 
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saw the emergence of a new form of government in Britain that was transformed from an abso
lute monarchy to a parliament that the monarch consulted with. This coincided with the Tulip 
Revolution as merchants carried these ideas to the Ottomans. Simultaneously, a rise in Protes
tantism, as discussed by Max Weber in his canonical work The Rise of Protestantism and the Spirit 
of Capitalism, resulted in a commercial foreign policy based on mercantilist ideas that allowed 
war for commercial purposes. This contributed greatly to the aggressive way in which the 
British took control of not just the Gulf but also the rest of their colonies from earlier empires 
including the Ottomans. 

It took centuries for global processes to change the trade systems, politics, ideologies, and 
economic systems of the world that brought down the Ottomans. Qalʿat al Qatif stands as a 
prime example of the impact of these global processes and systems—constructed by one empire, 
occupied by another, and used for several purposes: as a fort, a military base, a residential 
complex, a palace, a market, and a warehouse, each adapting the castle to the needs of the time 
and those who inhabited it. The Ottomans were some of Qalʿat al Qatif’s many inhabitants and 
that made them both contributors and recipients of the shifts in global cultural currents. 
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Introduction 

In November 1904, Lord Curzon, Viceroy of India for His Majesty Edward VII, held a Durbar, 
or gathering of the rulers of the Gulf, on board the Argonaut anchored at Sharjah. After pro
claiming the greatness of British authority and the policy of “guardianship and protection which 
has given you peace and guaranteed your rights,” the Viceroy made a remarkable assertion 
about the independent Arab States’ period of Gulf history, a period characterized by fervent and 
dramatic changes in the political, religious, and tribal claims to land, power, and pearls. This was 
the pre-protectorate, the decades immediately before the formalizing of British presence and 
security treaties in the Gulf. It began in the 1790s with the decline of Persian and Dutch power, 
the rise of the Bu Saidis in Muscat, Oman and the Qasimi tribe in Ras al Khaimah on the 
Arabian side of the Gulf. The signing of the Treaty of Perpetual Peace in 1853, which solidified 
an earlier 1820 treaty between Britain and the Gulf Arabs, ended the pre-protectorate period in 
the Gulf and opened an era of formalized British presence. Even after 1853, however, there was 
never outright British control. The British Protectorate lasted into the last decades of the Trucial 
States period and the eventual, often-reluctant full independence of the Gulf states in the 1970s. 
In fact, the British were far from the only influential, imperial presence in the region. In the 
nineteenth century, another imperial power, the Ottomans, were able to exert imperial influ
ence on Gulf land even as Britain patrolled the seas well after 1853. Nonetheless, the impact of 
the British Protectorate and security guarantees was most substantial after 1853. The Protector
ate was a source of pride, especially for the British Raj, which saw the Gulf as part of its orbit. 
Lord Curzon painted a rather dreary history of this pre-protectorate Gulf, the Gulf before the 
Crown’s benevolent “pacification.” He draped the Gulf’s nineteenth-century past into two eras: 
one of primeval chaos before the 1850s; and one of order afterwards, with the Union Jack 
forming the curtain between worlds, remaining remarkably resilient. 

This British understanding of Gulf history, one split between primeval and primitive piracy 
and the relative security of the protectorate, presents historians with a particular challenge. The 
British not only influenced Gulf history, they wrote most of it. While there are some local, 
Persian, and Ottoman sources, a large proportion of the sources on the Gulf are British reports, 
archives. The ultimate goal of these sources, most of which were compiled in Bombay, was to 
serve the interests of the economic, colonial behemoth that was British India. India was the 
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Crown Jewel of the British Empire. The Gulf was one part of the setting on which that Jewel 
was mounted. It was important to Curzon and to his predecessors that setting be stable. For 
Curzon, there was little to redeem the decades before the protectorate. 

You know that a hundred years ago there were constant trouble and fighting in the 
Gulf; almost every man was a marauder or a pirate; kidnapping and slave-trading flour
ished; fighting and bloodshed went on without stint or respite; no ship could put out 
to sea without fear of attack; the pearl fishery was a scene of annual conflict; and 
security of trade or peace there was none.1 

What a relief, Curzon said, that “then it was that the British Government intervened … British 
forces occupied the forts and towns on the coast that we see from this deck.”2 Curzon referred 
to the suppression of “piracy” emanating from towns such as Sharjah and the struggle by Britain 
to maintain shipping lines despite attacks by al-Qasimi, who controlled the region around 
Sharjah and Ras al Khaimah, and their Wahhabi supporters in Arabia.3 While some effort was 
made by the British and their native agents (native agents were non-British imperial subjects 
who took on roles representing the British crown) to understand the origin and motivations of 
these pesky tribes and the British attempted to steer clear of conflict, sometimes at great cost to 
their crews, the story from the perspective of the ancestors of the “Chiefs” assembled to hear 
Curzon was rarely told.4 

Mapping shores of time and place 

Except for rare exceptions, such as the History of the Imams and Sayyids of Oman written by Salil ibn 
Razik in the mountains of Oman, the story of the Gulf in the early nineteenth century was one 
seen and told from perspectives not too different from Curzon’s on the deck of the Argonaut— 
history from the perspective of an arms-length protectorate, a British history from offshore. The 
main, if not completely uncontroversial, source for this period of Gulf history remains a massive 
series of tomes written by a British bureaucrat. J.G. Lorimer’s once-secret Gazetteer of the Persian 
Gulf, Oman and Central Arabia contains a dominant narrative, not simply because of his own ori
ginal research but because of the monumental efforts of British residents and staff who produced 
the sources he used for his work. His work is matched by yet another monumental product of 
British imperial writing: The Précis of the Persian Gulf by Jerome Saldanha, Lorimer’s assistant who 
wrote and compiled summaries of important sources from the Bombay archives between 1904–08.5 

Recent revisionist histories of the early nineteenth-century Gulf, while attempting to repaint 
the past from the perspective of the Gulf, do not escape these ever-present British sources. In 
the 1980s, Sultan al-Qasimi wrote his dissertation on The Myth of Arab Piracy in the Gulf while a 
PhD student at the University of Exeter. He countered the label of “piracy” given by the British 
to the Qasimi, arguing that the British were simply trying to increase their share of Gulf–India 
trade at the expense of local Arab traders, especially the Qasimi of the Lower Gulf. While adding 
to the debate, his book, like the work of almost every Gulf scholar of this period, was unavoid
ably based upon and influenced by the very British sources he critiques.6 Charles E. Davies’ The 
Blood Red Arab Flag: An Investigation into Qasimi Piracy, 1797–1820, in contrast, did not avoid 
the label of piracy and shows the range of opinions and perspectives about this period.7 Regard
less of how one defined piracy, for the British perspective, it was clear predation on shipping, 
for the Qasimi the raids were possibly assertion of their view of commercial and local rights, the 
British may have had an advantage in their bureaucratic papermaking. They thus formed much 
of the raw stuff of protectorate and pre-protectorate Gulf history. 
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Before 1820, the British navy and British merchants such as Samuel Manesty, the British 
resident in Basra, were outmatched by the local maritime knowledge of the Qasimi.8 These 
Qasimi, as well as other Arabic-speaking tribes settled along the Gulf on both the Persian and 
Arab sides, had an intimate understanding of the shifting sandbanks, shallows, Pearl banks, and 
hazards of the shallow sea. Imperial powers going back to Babylon and Persia faced the same 
problem as the British: despite some wealth in pearls and possibly dates and iron from Oman, 
the Gulf itself was somewhat sparsely populated and, for most imperial powers, deemed not 
worth the enormous investment needed to control it directly. At the same time, the Gulf was 
crucial as a maritime route connecting Mesopotamia with the Subcontinent. In dealing with the 
Qasimi, as well as other raiders, the British at first took a hands-off approach, ordering their 
warships not to fire until fired upon. They also formed an alliance with the Sultan of Oman, 
hoping that would end the threat. Several spectacular attacks, including in 1816 on the East 
India Company’s Deriah Dowlat and the subsequent embarrassing ineffective response by British 
ships off Ras al Khaimah, however, compelled the British to send more ships to resist and to 
solidify their grasp on the trade route through the Gulf. In 1819, Captain Francis Loch sailed 
from Plymouth in command of the HMS Eden with orders to pursue and destroy. He soon dis
covered the reasons why previous British warships had such a difficult time against coastal 
raiders. 

The Gulf vessels were simply faster, and better at maneuvering. Captain Loch said as much 
in his logs: 

The superior manner in which the sails were cut and set, as well as the rig of the masts 
and the form of the hulls, bespoke them at once to be pirate vessels. All was now 
crowded in chase, they using every exertion to run across our bow and get before the 
wind.9 

Eventually the Eden was close enough to fire and the wind died down. She remained unmoved. 
The Arab vessels, with light sails made of cloth from the region, moved out of range just in time 
to evade capture or destruction. Recent, detailed scholarship and reconstruction of traditional 
and historical Gulf ships has confirmed many of these advantages.10 In his book, The Pirate Coast, 
Sir Charles Belgrave, who served the Sheikh of Bahrain from 1926–56, described these local 
adaptations that allowed smaller “pirate” ships to run circles around European naval technology. 
It was clear to Loch that the Arab vessels: 

had many advantages over the heavier, slower European built men-of-war and mer
chant ships. They were faster and more easily handled, and there was nothing about 
the weather or the sea which the men who sailed them did not know. The Arab-built 
ships were shallower, drawing less water, and their captains were familiar with all the 
uncharted islands and innumerable shoals and reefs which made navigation on both 
coasts of the Gulf so difficult and dangerous. Even when she was several miles from the 
shore, the Eden could only proceed slowly, constantly swinging the lead, and some
times sending a boat ahead to take soundings.11 

Eventually, Loch simply gave up on trying to approach the smaller ships from the Eden itself. He 
had to send off smaller boats in pursuit. 

Captain Loch’s mission had mixed results, with the main realization being that the British 
would need to resort to diplomatic solutions, as opposed to force. But by the middle of the 
nineteenth century, the British had made up somewhat for some their lack of local knowledge 
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of the Gulf by literally putting its shores on the map. They had made the first, detailed, scientific 
navigational charts of the treacherous Gulf shore. While the Ottomans, Dutch, and ʿ Abbasids all 
had maps as well, none were of the same quality as the British charts, nor at the granular level 
of detail; this was the level of knowledge needed to mitigate the “home field advantage” of the 
Gulf and to put the British in a position to enforce a “maritime truce” that would be advant
ageous to them and to those Sheikhs who agreed to go along with the terms of the their treaty. 

The year 1820, the midpoint of the period discussed in this chapter, was thus the beginning 
of a turning point in Gulf history for multiple reasons. The first General Maritime Treaty was 
signed. It was an agreement, variously enforced, which prohibited piracy in the Gulf and 
required the ships of the “pacified Arabs” to fly a white flag with a red rectangle to symbolize 
their peace with the British government. Perhaps even more importantly, however, it was also 
in that year that three British ships, the Discovery, Psyche, and Benares started their detailed sound
ings, charting, and surveying of the currents, shoals, and labyrinthine shores of what was often 
called the “Pirate Coast” stretching from Ras Musandam to Kuwait. The element of surprise, 
and the ability to disappear and regroup, which produced the aura of invincibility that had 
served to keep the Gulf Arabs free from outside rule for centuries, was slowly being chipped 
away with every new line on the map.12 Along with this maritime charting, there were also 
attempts to chart the various peoples and tribes of the Gulf, to designate particular Gulf leaders 
responsible for maintaining security. In some cases, this designation merely recognized some
what established, pre-existing, local power structures, as was the case for the Khalifa of Bahrain. 
In other cases, such as in Qatar, the British identification of Muhammad al Thani as the leader 
and representative of all the pearl-fishing tribes and merchants around the town of Bida had 
major and far-reaching consequences.13 In some cases, the legacy of particular, prominent 
leaders, such as Rahman ibn Jabr al Jalhami (d. 1826) faded quickly without formal British 
recognition. Although labeled as a “pirate” like the Qasimi, he scrupulously avoided British 
shipping, and even allied with Omanis against Saudi Wahhabi influence; he ruled from a various 
number of ports including Qatif and Khor Hassan in the north of Qatar. During his lifetime, he 
was one of the most powerful men in the Gulf. Nonetheless, he and his son died in a battle 
against the Khalifa, dramatically exploding his own ship full of gunpowder to escape capture. 
There is no line of Rahman ruling today. 

While rather freewheeling characters such as Rahman could continue to operate well into 
the 1820s stirring up power arrangements and claims, their era was coming to an end. The 
interventions of the British in early nineteenth century period solidified existing networks and 
power relationships, even as they created structures of knowledge, information, and designa
tion. By bringing particular Sheikhs such as the Khalifa, in Kuwait and Bahrain, and the Thani 
onto British ships to sign treaties, it identified those chiefs and their descendants as the rulers of 
the Gulf. This scientific categorization of peoples by the British has been the subject of much 
debate between historians of colonial India. For some, it was analogous to the observing of 
wave-particles by particle physicists. In the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle, a wave-particle 
was neither a wave nor a particle until it is observed or recorded by an instrument or an 
observer. The observation, in effect, creates the reality it described. In the same way, many 
things social, political, tribal, and even geological that were once in a state of being “both” or 
“many” things in the Gulf, were suddenly seemed to become one or the other in the British 
sources compiled in the Précis and described in The Gazetteer: either allied Sheikh or a pirate; 
either a legitimate or illegitimate claimant to land or pearl banks; either a supporter or detractor 
of British imperial interests. 

Despite the important influence of the British, Gulf tribes and leaders, however, were 
not elementary particles and could not necessarily fit into easily managed categories and the 
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identities set out by the British who tried to divide and organize a system of legitimate and ille
gitimate authority over the Gulf region. The agency of British imperial intervention and cat
egorization can be overestimated, especially in this pre-protectorate period from 1790–1853. 
Many in the Gulf, from Sultans to Sheikhs to humble pearl divers and Bedouin, found new ways 
to negotiate and seek advantage, or even to violate treaty terms, begging forgiveness and avoid
ing outright confrontation with the might of the British navy. While the treaty of 1853 and the 
rise of steam shipping by no means completely destroyed the ways of the past, it did temper and 
constrain the tendency to shift boundaries and loyalties that was more the norm before the 
middle of the century. The British later dealt more seriously with those who disobeyed their 
policy of enforcing peace at sea. 

This engrossing and even swashbuckling history from off shore, the focus on debates over 
“piracy” versus “local commerce,” obscured important changes deep in Arabia. Despite the 
natural tendency of British sources to emphasize maritime history and the ports, the rise of the 
Qasimi and Arab Protectorate states in the Gulf could not be fully grasped without under
standing two major events that occurred far inland. 

Wahhabis and Pashas 

In 1744, Muhammad ibn Abd al Wahhab, a theologian preaching an absolute adherence to the 
doctrine of the “unity of God,” formed a pact with Muhammad ibn Saud, the ruler of the 
Diriyah Oasis in the Nejd, the central region of Arabia. Several scholars have described the 
extraordinary success of this combination of political, tribal, and religious power. The rise of the 
Wahhabi movement and the foundation of the Emirate of Diriyah, also called the first Saudi 
State, was one of the most important events in the modern history of the Middle East, not just 
Arabia.14 Despite being in the backyard of the Emirate, the Gulf states held out against direct 
Wahhabi rule. The Qasimi, who became Wahhabi and relied on Wahhabi support, still main
tained a level of independence from Diriyah. Gulf Muslims from Bahrain to the lower Gulf 
refused to become Wahhabi. The Sultan of Oman, as an Ibadi, vigorously fought against 
Wahhabi conquest, often with British support. The spread and power of the Wahhabis impacted 
the Gulf in three major ways. First, in resisting the Wahhabis and seeking alliance with the 
British, Oman was able to justify its rise as a significant regional power. Second, even as 
Wahhabism organized the peoples of the interior of Arabia, including the Bedouin and Oasis 
dwellers, many of the eastern coastlands of the Gulf remained relatively autonomous. By never 
fully committing to the Wahhabi cause, local sheikhs in the ports were able to keep their 
options open on land, even as the British grew into the dominant power at sea. Third, the Wah
habis eventually induced the Pasha of Egypt, at the behest of the Ottoman Sublime Porte, to 
invade Arabia. This became one of many major, but ultimately unsustainable, Egyptian inter
ventions in Arabia. The Wahhabi War from 1811–18 overthrew the first Saudi State, removed 
a powerful ally to the Qasimi, and set the stage for the success of Oman, the influence of the 
Ottomans in Arabia and the Gulf, and the rise of the Trucial States. 

It was extraordinary that the Ottoman Sultan and the Pasha of Egypt had not acted earlier. 
In 1805, the Wahhabis controlled Mecca and Madina, calling into question the Sultan’s claim 
to the Caliphate and to the custodianship over the two holy cities. They sacked Hussein’s shrine 
in Karbala. They severely impacted the trade and pilgrimage routes that allowed the Ottoman 
Empire to function in the region. When the Pasha Mehemet Ali and his Albanian troops inter
vened, there was no decisive victory. It was only after 1817, under the leadership of Ibrahim 
Pasha, who used wit and diplomacy with the Bedouin as much as force of arms, that Egypt 
finally defeated the first Saudi State. In 1818, the Ottomans executed Abdullah ibn Saud, leader 
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of the Saudi Wahhabis, in Istanbul. This suppression of the Wahhabis weakened the power of 
the Qasimi and allowed the British an opening in the region. 

While the Wahhabi War may have seriously weakened the roots of the movement and the 
Saudi State, new growth emerged from the trunk a century later. Despite being defeated tem
porarily, the ideas and the preaching of Muhammad ibn al Wahhab were preserved. Although 
they were exiled for a time to Kuwait, the Saud family did not die out. Wahhabism and the 
Saud would return as the most significant players of the early twentieth century. Once again, 
the British contemplated ways to preserve their Trucial States from Saudi ambitions. Once 
again, the Saudi and Wahhabi doctrine spread well into the Gulf; Qatar voluntarily adopted 
Wahhabism to pre-empt invasion. Abdul Aziz bin Saud took Al-Hasa on the Gulf coast from 
the Ottomans in 1913. He established the unified Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in 1930. The Egyp
tians returned to the Gulf twenty years after 1818 with Khurshid Pasha’s intervention. It was not 
until the twentieth century, however, and the rise of Arab nationalism in the 1950s and 1960s 
when Egypt reasserted itself in the region in a serious way. Nasser of Egypt, “taking another leaf 
from Mehemet ʿAli’s book” attempted to reach out to the Gulf oilfields, first invading Yemen 
and then using radio technology to stir up unrest in the region.15 Ultimately, however, Nasser’s 
adventure was as short-lived as those of his Pasha predecessors. 

The British maritime and the Egyptian/Ottoman terrestrial interventions in the pre-
protectorate Gulf share many characteristics. In both cases, imperial powers wished to secure 
interests in trade and to secure their honor. For the British, responding to the raids on East India 
Company shipping was crucial to maintaining their position vis-à-vis India and as mistress of the 
seas. For the Egyptians and the Ottomans, the Gulf was similarly a crucial part of their trade, 
even as the Wahhabis called into question their claim to the Caliphate and their hypothetical 
suzerainty over large portions of the land of the Arabian Peninsula. Both the Ottomans and the 
British used “native agents” and local powers as allies, leading to odd situations where the Otto
mans could lay claim to the land of the Sheikh even while the British laid claim to “protecting” 
the Sheikh’s sea, as was the case with Qatar under Muhammad al Thani and Jassim al Thani. In 
the end, however, the interests of both the British and the Ottomans were not strong enough 
to justify the expense of a more complete commitment to the region. The British established 
the more lasting and durable system, one that created allies from within pre-existing Gulf society 
and that required only the security of the seas. The protectorate system that emerged, it could 
be argued, was so successful that it never died. The Carter Doctrine and the guarantee of trade 
through the Gulf that has been a pillar of US Foreign policy is the present-day manifestation of 
the treaty system started by the British in the 1820s. 

Importantly, however, the relationship between the British and their Gulf allies was not 
necessarily always perfect, and their interests were never really fully aligned. Possibly the most 
important relationship for the British in the pre-protectorate period was with Oman. It was also 
a complicated alliance. The Omani maritime empire under the long-lived Sayyid Saʿid bin 
Sultan (d. 1856) was an example of a power that maintained a state of multivalence and even 
outright competition and subtle conflict with British interests. The Sultan deftly moved between 
Zanzibar and Muscat. He formed multiple alliances with the French and even with the Ameri
cans who were given favored trading status before the British who had helped the Omanis for 
so many decades against the Qasimi. The Omani perspective was rich in known historical 
sources, due to the history of the Sayyids and Sultans by Ibn Razik mentioned above, as well as 
recent important research conducted in Omani and Zanzibari archives.16 Omanis were able to 
maintain their own maritime empire suited to the regional economic relationships of the Indian 
Ocean. In the end, however, the British denied Oman one of its main sources of supremacy, 
steam shipping. The account of the British traveler Richard Burton described the fate of the 
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Omani empire after the death of Sayyid Saʿid in 1856.17 It was split in two between two 
brothers and the steam shipping technology promised by the British remained undelivered 
except for a dysfunctional old engine laying unused in the godowns of Zanzibar. 

Early nineteenth-century roots 

How did fluid and informal societies based largely on lineage, with ill-defined borders and 
largely informal institutions become the modern states of the Gulf today? This is one of the 
dominant questions asked by historians of the modern Middle East and the Gulf.18 This chapter 
shows that it is important to look back much further, before the rise of oil production to the rise 
of new forms of knowledge, new forms of identification, new forms of transportation, and new 
ways of mapping reality that all came to influence the Gulf in indelible ways in the early nine
teenth century; this was a century before the rise and discovery of oil and decades before the rise 
of large-scale pearl trading which peaked a century later, at the beginning of the twentieth 
century. 

The Persian Gulf before the protectorate was subject, in some ways, to the classic “Khaldun
ian cycle.” Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406) was the great North African historian and philosopher who 
suggested that much of history could be viewed as a process of rise and fall as one dynasty with 
great tribal unity declines and disintegrates, it was replaced by another.19 The migrations and 
unifications of the Utubi, later called Khalifa, who had an important impact on the rise of 
Kuwait and Bahrain, the incursions by the Wahhabis and Qasimi, and the assertion of Omani 
under a powerful Sultan all fit this pattern. The British, and to a much lesser extent the Otto
mans and the Egyptians, broke this Khaldunian calculus. They not only described and mapped 
the Gulf, they also began a process of freezing it, a pattern of state building in a land and in a 
body of water that had long been defined by the defiance of boundaries and the freedom of 
movement. It was thus the events of the early nineteenth century, not just the discovery of oil 
in the early twentieth, that created the foundations of the Gulf states as they exist today. 
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a legitimizing and enduring union 

Joseph A. Kéchichian 

Introduction 

Followers of al-daʿwah ila al-tawhid (the call to the doctrine of the Oneness of God) shun the 
label “Wahhabists” to identify themselves. They are Muslims who repudiate all innovations and 
who call themselves Muwahhidun (Unitarians).1 While Muslims believed in tawhid, Central 
Arabians earned the epithet Salafists on account of more puritan preferences, though few con
solidated their presence in a specific geographical location, even if the “Wahhabi” state did not 
officially become the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia until 1932. For all practical purposes, however, 
a formal Wahhabi nation-state existed in 1744 after two extraordinary men sealed a lasting 
agreement that remade the Arabian Peninsula. Muhammad bin Abdul Wahhab (1703–92) and 
Muhammad bin Saud (1710–65) forged an effective alliance whose aim was to ensure mutual 
benefits based on common purposes. What distinguished this particular alliance was the spec
trum of interests it sought to encompass, running the gamut from the spiritual to the political 
and that included military and business concerns. According to John S. Habib, the 1744 Pact 
was a muscular reformation of Islam and, in a sense, the Al Saud empowered the creed by pro
viding it with “secular” cover, which was necessary to unite Arabia’s tribes.2 

The 1744 alliance brought together natural allies that, in hindsight, explained its longevity. 
To be sure, the union was not always congruent but, notwithstanding the inevitable diver
gences, the pact endured for 275 years precisely because it was fundamentally harmonious. It 
served the peoples of Nejd, and later those of the other parts of the Kingdom, even if critics 
dismissed it as little more than an accord of convenience to serve two isolated and relatively 
weak entities. For reasons that remained obscure, Nejdis were allegedly incapable of national
ism, which was incorrect.3 While sparsely populated and subjected to the vagaries of an extremely 
harsh environment, Central Arabia included pockets of civilization that were significant, albeit 
not comparable to thriving metropolises like Cairo or Damascus.4 Remarkably, and surrounded 
by stronger foes, Unitarian tribesmen from Nejd welcomed Muhammad bin Abdul Wahhab’s 
teachings as a good omen, determined to unite for the sake of survival. At the time, Ottomans 
occupied the Hejaz, extremist Makravid (Ismaʿili) Shiʿa were in Najran, more moderate Zaʾidi 
Shiʿa survived in the Yemeni highlands, ʿIbadhis thrived in Oman, and the Banu Khalid domi
nated the Qatar promontory. What Nejdis observed all around them was tribal warfare, fueled 
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by sectarianism and, even worse, by a slew of believers who worshiped sacred stones and held 
other unworthy beliefs. In short, all around the Arabian Peninsula, conservative Muslims who 
favored orthodoxy were ostracized, often dismissed as extremists who pretended to be better 
believers and who were set in their “successful-business-models.” That was the environment in 
which Abdul Wahhab gained influence, popularity and, eventually, real power. 

Muhammad bin Abdul Wahhab 

Muhammad bin Abdul Wahhab was born in either 1703 or 1704 in al-ʿUyaynah, a relatively 
small Nejdi hamlet, into a learned family.5 Both his father and grandfather were Hanbali judges 
who, naturally, paved the way for the precocious young man who followed in his ancestors’ 
footsteps.6 In Medina, where he spent several years studying, the gifted pupil discovered the 
critical books that were needed to think about the fundamentals. When he traveled to Basra in 
search of knowledge with established masters, his puritanical views drew the ire of “scholars” 
and “merchants” who feared that his ideas might gain popularity. The young man was expelled 
and “staggering along barefoot in the summer heat on the way back to Arabia, he was rescued 
by a good Samaritan, a donkey-master of the town of al-Zubair.”7 From al-Zubair [a Sunni/ 
Maliki town north of Kuwait], Abdul Wahhab traveled south along the coast to al-Hasa, where 
he studied with local scholars and further refined his concepts. 

Muhammad’s teachings and puritanical outlook were not approved of by his father, who 
uprooted the family and moved them to the Huraymillah hamlet, where the elder figure passed 
away in 1741. It was in Huraymillah that Muhammad composed his opus, Kitab al-Tawhid (The 
Book of God’s Unity), which called believers to return to the uncorrupted religion as it was 
revealed in the seventh century and practiced by the Prophet and the first Muslims.8 Huraymil
lah elders disapproved and when Muhammad returned to al-ʿUyaynah, he found its inhabitants 
to be equally wary of his teachings, aware that his opus included no references to “Islamic Law, 
which guides Muslims’ everyday lives,” presumably because the “bitter differences with 
other Muslims were not over fiqh [jurisprudence] rules at all, but over ʿaqīda, or theological 
positions.”9 

Alliance with Muhammad bin Saud 

Although the al-ʿUyaynah Governor, ʿUthman bin Muhammad bin Muʿammar, supported 
Muhammad bin Abdul Wahhab, the latter was banished from the hamlet because of pressure 
exerted from the Banu Khalid (who ruled over Al Ahsah at the time). Abdul Wahhab trekked 
to the nearby al-Dirʿiyyah settlement, where Muhammad bin Saud ruled, and with whom the 
“Sheikh” would form a long-lasting alliance. The ruler’s devout wife and brothers persuaded 
Muhammad bin Saud to welcome the cleric, who taught the Badu about the faith the way the 
Prophet transmitted. Whether the compact between the two men withstood the test of time 
because of compromises was difficult to determine. To be sure, both needed each other but, in 
fact, Abdul Wahhab relied on Muhammad bin Saud to a far greater extent than acknowledged, 
simply because the preacher was not universally accepted. When, for example, clerics in Riyadh 
lambasted Abdul Wahhab, it fell on Muhammad bin Saud to back his ally and silence the critics. 
Likewise, when Ottoman writers disparaged Abdul Wahhab, the Egyptian chronicler ʿAbd al-
Rahman al-Jabarti recalled how many reacted. For al-Jabarti, Abdul Wahhab was a man who 
“summoned men to God’s book and the Prophets’ Sunna, bidding them to abandon innova
tions in worship.”10 Unlike Ottoman scribes, however, and after Muhammad bin Saud passed 
away in 1765, his son Abdul Aziz assumed the burden of power, and upheld the 1744 compact 
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because he believed in Abdul Wahhab’s teachings. Abdul Aziz endured and finally subdued 
Riyadh in 1773 as the Sheikh retired from his extensive duties. He continued to advise Abdul 
Aziz until 1792, the year the cleric passed away, though Muhammad Abdul Wahhab devoted 
most of his later years to teaching. Were it not for Abdul Aziz, however, the Unitarian creed 
would have withered at the proverbial vine as the Al Saud successfully defended Dirʿiyyah and 
Riyadh from the marauding Banu Khalid. The latter were not the only attackers as Ismaʿili war
riors inflicted a severe defeat on the Wahhabis too, although in the mid-1770s, Nejdis rose to 
the occasion and won against Najran usurpers. 

These military victories significantly strengthened the Al Saud who, it was critical to note, 
seldom deviated from Unitarian teachings. Competing tribes were defeated as the Al Saud 
expanded their realm and, by the end of 1788, the area that came under their control stretched 
from the Syrian desert to the Valley of the Dawasir, on the edge of the Rubʿ al-Khali (Empty 
Quarter), and from ʿAbqayq to Qatar. “In 1792, the iconoclasts of Nejd descended on the oasis 
of al-Qatif,” the center of predominantly Shiʿi villages, where they destroyed and killed at 
will.11 Subduing the Shiʿa proved to be relatively easy. The real challenge lay in Mecca where 
the Sharif, Ghalib bin Musaʿid, rejected Unitarian proselytizers. He ordered the arrest of pil
grims who defended their creed, tortured several leaders, and otherwise distanced his interpreta
tions of “Mainstream Islam” from Nejdi puritans. In fact, no Wahhabis were allowed in Mecca 
between 1750 and 1770 and, after a short hiatus when Nejdi pilgrims were allowed to perform 
their pilgrimage duties, the ban was restored between 1774 and 1788. The Sharif invited Uni
tarian preachers to return to Mecca in 1788, though the city’s established ʿ ulamaʾ frowned upon 
the idea of debating the Sharif’s guests. What followed was a war of words, followed by real 
clashes, which only ended in 1803 with a Wahhabi victory in Mecca. 

Muhammad bin Abdul Wahhab’s legacy 

Muhammad bin Abdul Wahhab was 90 years old when he died in 1792 but he left two formid
able legacies: 1) an unassailable pact; and 2) four qualified sons who followed in their father’s 
footsteps. Importantly, all four got along fabulously with Abdul Aziz bin Muhammad bin Saud, 
and when he died later in 1803, with Saud bin Abdul Aziz. Aspiringly, the alliance delivered on 
its promises, as the Al Saud expanded their realm further across the vast Arabian Peninsula, 
encompassing Bahrain and the Buraymi Oasis on the strategic crossroads between Oman and 
the Lower Gulf Sheikhdoms. Dirʿiyyah was not only a center of power for the Al Saud, but also 
gradually evolved into a source of tribal authority. Arab leaders across the vast peninsula feared 
Al Saud justice, especially after Sharif Ghalib’s 1803 defeat, which resulted in the wholesale 
destruction—Unitarians claim the cleansing of the Holy City—of “shrines where people offered 
prayers to saints rather than to God.”12 In 1805, the Al Saud conquered Medina, where idola
trous features—some of which were introduced by the Ottomans—were systematically demol
ished on account of their perversion from the true teachings of the Holy Scriptures.13 This 
conquest shocked the Ottomans, although al-Jabarti confirmed that Medina was conquered 
without any fighting.14 

Though Muhammad bin Abdul Wahhab and Muhammad bin Saud sealed their pact in 1744, 
the modern foundation of the Unitarian State came about after Abdul Aziz bin Muhammad bin 
Saud and his son, Saud bin Abdul Aziz bin Muhammad bin Saud ruled, as both were determined 
to eradicate all traces of Ottoman control throughout the Hejaz. It was critical to note that after 
al-Ahsah fell to the Al Saud, the Ottoman Governor of Iraq launched a campaign to dislodge 
the Nejdis, an effort that failed and that led to Al Saud retaliations against the Ottomans in 
Mesopotamia. While it was true that Al Saud’s methods were particularly harsh, their ultimate 
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triumph came about as they obtained the allegiances of tribal leaders in ʿAsir and points further 
south, along with remarkable inroads toward the north, especially in Karbalaʾ (Iraq), where 
many Shiʿi shrines were systematically smashed.15 Still, both Abdul Aziz bin Muhammad and 
Saud bin Abdul Aziz bin Muhammad set administrative markers everywhere they went, includ
ing the appointment of governors and judges, which ushered in a sense of permanence as 
stability and security—two key ingredients in the harsh desert environment—spread. These 
preferences, for there were deliberate initiatives, earned the Al Saud what few of their prede
cessors had secured, namely, the respect of fiercely independent Badu. In fact, the Arabian Pen
insula was gradually pacified, both through law and order, as well as military discipline topped 
with spiritual guidance, as best recorded by a leading historian.16 This was not the only avowal 
of growing Al Saud influence in Arabia. John Gordon Lorimer, the renowned British Political 
Resident who was stationed in Bushire (Iran), and who traveled extensively throughout the 
region before he produced one of the most complete histories of the Arabian Peninsula, 
wrote that: 

The tendency of the Wahhabi government in Najd … was essentially civilizing. 
Among the principle objects kept in view were the establishment of law and order, the 
suppression of local wars and private feuds, and the substitution for the latter of state-
inflicted punishments and state-awarded compensation.17 

Both of these testimonies highlighted seldom acknowledged advances, namely, that Al Saud law 
and order tasks, no matter how severe, were largely motivated by anti-Ottoman policies. Indeed, 
it may be safe to surmise that the Al Saud brought forth concrete anti-colonial Arab nationalist 
sentiments long before Levantines discovered the phenomenon, and organized their revolts 
against the occupiers. Regrettably, the much stronger Ottoman army under the command of 
Muhammad ʿAli as well as Tusun bin Muhammad ʿAli, a son of the Viceroy of Egypt, occupied 
Mecca and Medina, even if Saud bin Abdul Aziz displayed exceptional military verve and put 
up a fierce fight. His death in 1814 denied the Al Saud of a capable commander. Abdallah bin 
Saud opted for caution and barricaded himself in al-Dirʿiyyah, a fatal mistake when open 
country and his warriors’ unparalleled expertise in desert warfare could have secured victory 
against the attacking Ottomans. Instead, Ibrahim Pasha, another son of Muhammad ʿAli, laid a 
six-months-long siege to al-Dirʿiyyah, which strangulated Abdallah bin Saud and forced him to 
surrender in September 1818. The fallen leader was taken to Constantinople (Istanbul), where 
he was unceremoniously decapitated in 1819, an incident that was permanently etched in the Al 
Saud psyche. Consequently, the first Al Saud law and order compact accepted by Arabian Badu 
came to an end.18 

The second Al Saud monarchy 

Between 1818 and 1840, the Al Saud endured systematic repression, starting with the total 
destruction of al-Dirʿiyyah by Ibrahim Pasha’s Ottoman levies.19 Dozens of Al Saud family 
members were carted off to Cairo and Constantinople, which changed its name to Istanbul in 
1930. After Abdallah bin Saud bin Abdul Aziz, few expected the ruling family to put its house 
in order and regain authority, although a remarkable cousin of the fallen ruler rose to the occa
sion. Turki bin Abdallah, a cousin of Abdul Aziz bin Muhammad, re-established the Al Saud in 
nearby Riyadh starting in 1824 as Muhammad ʿAli’s troops redeployed from the Nejd to the 
Hejaz essentially to control the two Holy Cities.20 Turki was an exceptional leader, a prince 
who lacked the realm that a titled ruler required, but someone who understood that one did not 
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simply impose order through a sword. “He severely condemned the sin of oppressing the sub
jects of the state and warned that the penalty would be deposition from office and exile,” which 
was sufficient to bring local governors under control.21 What he advocated was the application 
of religious principles that, he firmly believed, legitimized Al Saud authority. Prince Turki was 
assassinated in 1834 though his oldest son, Faysal, proved to be equally worthy of his title. 

As Muhammad ʿAli feared Faysal bin Turki and what he might accomplish, the Cairenes 
re-occupied Nejd, defeated Faysal in 1838, and transferred his prisoner to Egypt. Extraordinar
ily, Faysal bin Turki escaped from his Cairo prison in 1843 and managed to return through a 
harrowing journey to Riyadh, where he re-launched his reign. In Lorimer’s broad assessment, 
Faysal bin Turki was: 

distinguished by his dignity and self-possession and was respected for the justice of his 
decisions, but he was greatly feared, especially by the Bedouins, on account of his 
merciless severity. … In his dominions Faisal seems to have maintained perfect order, 
and from the very first year of his reign he showed great energy in protecting the 
yearly pilgrimages to the Holy Cities against marauding Bedouins.22 

A nationalist leader in the true sense of the term, Faysal was content, and ruled until 1865. His 
successors confronted a return of the Ottomans, whose troops hemmed the Al Saud between 
the Hejaz and, after 1871, the North/Eastern region. Even worse, Al Saud rivals in Nejd, the 
Al Rashid, gained ground between 1891 and 1902. Tribal differences between the Al Saud and 
the Al Rashid, both of which espoused the Unitarian creed and shared an open competition for 
power, translated into an unmistakable rivalry. In any event, the Al Rashid prevailed, which 
weighed heavily on Faysal bin Turki’s youngest son, Abdul Rahman, in Riyadh. In 1891, 
Abdul Rahman and several family members—including the eleven-year-old Abdul Aziz bin 
Abdul Rahman—went into exile, accepting Al Sabah protection in Kuwait. 

It was important to emphasize that the second Saudi State, like its predecessor, was based on 
the 1744 alliance between the ʿulamaʾ and the umarah (princes) too. Abdul Aziz bin Abdul 
Rahman al-Faysal Al Saud was aware of the pact and it may be argued that he matured his per
spectives during his Kuwait sojourn from 1891 to 1902, when he observed how the Al Sabah 
ruled. At the age of twenty-two, the young man embarked on the adventure of a lifetime with 
what were truly rudimentary means, supported by a few seasoned warriors. When he returned 
to Central Arabia to reclaim his authority, his goal was to simply restore Al Saud rule. By all 
accounts, he faced major challenges, operated against the odds and, truth be told, victory was 
not guaranteed. His armor was his faith and, motivated by a raw determination to succeed, 
Abdul Aziz set out to change history.23 Although Abdul Aziz bin Abdul Rahman threw the 
Ottomans out of al-Ahsah and al-Qatif in 1913, his far greater accomplishment at the time was 
his efforts to introduce hijrahs, towns that combined military cantonments with agricultural set
tlements, to keep the Badu from their uncoordinated treks. The gel that kept the unruly masses 
glued was the missionary goal of spreading Unitarian values, which was the reason why the 
settlers became Ikhwan (brothers). 

For one scholar, the rise of opposition groups within the Wahhabi movement was the result 
of unholy compromises, which the Saudi clergy apparently engaged in, even when its leaders 
knew that supporting the state “conflicted with their religiously based convictions.”24 This logic 
implied that the Al Saud coerced the al-Sheikh, which was not the case, and that successive 
monarchs muzzled the religious establishment. While powerful rulers like Turki bin Faysal and 
Abdul Aziz bin Abdul Rahman were diehard nationalists and uncompromising, they accepted 
the clergy’s role within Saudi society, not only because that backing strengthened their own 
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legitimacies but also because doing so enhanced internal stability. It is facile to describe the rela
tionship as determined by pragmatism whereas, in reality, it was motivated by conscious separa
tion of authority. Another scholar, Guido Steinberg, lamented that Wahhabi clerics failed to 
develop “a comprehensive political theory” but there was no need for one since the Unitarian 
creed applied the Quran.25 Believers connected with Ahmad bin Taymiyyah’s teachings within 
Hanbali traditions that, to say the least, was already theoretical enough as brilliantly deciphered 
by Henri Laoust in his opus.26 Moreover, these Unitarians held the view that obedience was due 
to the imam, as long as he did not require his subjects to disobey God or the Shariʿa. For Laoust, 
“Le devoir d’obéissance à l’imam est devenu l’un des principes les plus essentiels de la sociologie 
politique du Wahhabisme” [“The duty of obedience to the Imam has become one of the most 
essential principles of the political sociology of Wahhabism”], which further sealed existing 
relationships and that was what the Ikhwan practiced—even if reluctantly.27 

In fact, Ibn Taymiyyah counseled that “sixty years with a tyrannical imam [were] better than 
one night without him,” which was applied within the volatile tribal environment with the 
utmost care, but this was done not only to subdue unruly hordes but also to gradually espouse 
law and order—the two vital ingredients for a relatively healthy society.28 Earlier, and in the 
aftermath of the power struggle over succession to Faysal bin Turki in 1865, the ʿulamaʾ sided 
with Abdullah bin Faysal rather that Saud bin Faysal, ostensibly because the latter had left the 
Unitarian community. It may well be true that senior clerics feared sedition (fitnah) and found 
solace in a stronger leader, but the primary motives for their actions was the necessity to unite 
against the overwhelming Ottoman foe that determined all political and military reactions. 
Guido Steinberg questioned this interpretation but it was not a mystery since it was, in reality, 
a fully-fledged commitment to the legitimate authority of a Saudi ruler against a usurper.29 This 
was more or less the same dilemma that confronted Abdul Aziz bin Abdul Rahman in the first 
two decades of the twentieth century as he consolidated his power base and, in time, subdued 
the Ikhwan as the ruler embarked on one of the greatest nation-building efforts on the Arabian 
Peninsula. 

Impact on the modern state 

To be sure, while several scholars doubted the details on the Unitarian movement, at least those 
based on the “standard Saudi-Wahhabi narrative of a founder-hero[,] Ibn Saʿud, who had the 
brilliant idea of settling the bedouin and canalising their military energies [to be] too perfect to 
be true,” it was inane to always assume that everything had to be immensely complicated to 
receive academic imprimatur.30 Because Wahhabi doctrine possessed “a political theory, based 
on the views of Ibn Taymiyya, which require[d] Muslims to obey the ruler,” it was critical to 
evaluate the long-term consequences of Unitarian practices on the Kingdom after the founding 
of the Third Monarchy in 1932. 

Notwithstanding perceived shortcomings, or revisionist mechanisms best left to skilled 
pseudo-academic mediums, the rise of the Ikhwan after 1912 posed an undeniable threat to the 
very state Abdul Aziz bin Abdul Rahman sought to establish on the Peninsula. There was—and 
continues to flourish as a phantasmagoric tale—a mistaken assumption that the hujars (settlers) 
were not Unitarian or, at least, did not enjoy the benefit of Wahhabi teachings, which clergy
men presumably took upon themselves to remedy. On the contrary, and by their very nature, 
the Badu were men of the land and the overwhelming majority were Muslims who followed 
the Unitarian creed. In fact, most turned out to be royalists par excellence, who also perceived 
their own special roles in the affairs of the nascent monarchy—the kind of political function that 
no sovereign could possibly share. It was a forgone conclusion that Abdul Aziz would eventually 
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subdue the Ikhwan, which he finally accomplished in 1929 with the express cooperation of the 
clergy who, truth be told, were equally wary of what Ikhwan members could possibly do to 
their own influences. Analysts mistakenly assumed that the clerical leadership lost the ability to 
mediate in the war between the Ikhwan and the Al Saud. Consequently, several concluded that 
the clergy became subservient to the ruling family, which was not correct since the religious 
establishment upheld the 1744 Pact and seldom allowed their allies to overlook their part of the 
equation. Similarly, the ruling family factored the influence of the religious authorities in the 
workings of the monarchy, within clearly defined boundaries that were communicated to senior 
officials. For it must be underscored that there were no, and could never be, ambivalences on 
the center of power in 1929 or ever since, and while some dreamed of a puritanical state, the 
reality was that Abdul Aziz bin Abdul Rahman was a Muslim believer who followed the Unitar
ian creed and would not allow anyone to outmaneuver him to wrestle power from the Al Saud. 
To be sure, the ruler’s relationships with clerics were not always easy but Abdul Aziz neverthe
less successfully managed a plethora of opinions and interpretations to flourish. Saudi religious 
scholars were thus able, and many continued over the years, to influence critical social policies 
but always with utmost care as the Al Saud insisted on the gradual development of state interests. 
Consequently, it was safe to state that the writ of religious authorities was limited, and that they 
were prudently but convincingly persuaded not to oppose Abdul Aziz’s overtures to the rest of 
the world, not to object to the development of oil fields, and not to resist vital military accords 
with leading global powers, all of which required the presence of foreigners throughout the 
country.31 

It was imperative to further address how the founder of the Third Monarchy perceived the 
role of the Ottoman Empire as the later collapse at the end of World War I. As Peter Mansfield 
argued in his opus, The Arabs, Muhammad bin Abdul Wahhab regarded the Turks to be morally 
corrupt, adding “that the Ottoman sultans had forfeited their right to the caliphate” and, con
sequently, to the much touted leadership of global Islam.32 Few doubted that the overwhelming 
majority of Arabs disliked Ottomans after nearly five centuries of often-brutal occupation, 
including in the Hejaz, even when local satrapies did the Porte’s bidding. In fact, and while it 
may be fashionable to imply that “Arabs suffered from an immense inferiority complex,” in 
reality what the Al Wahhab–Al Saud 1744 Pact released was latent nationalism that Abdul Aziz 
bin Abdul Rahman had preserved and propagated.33 Arabs in general, and Unitarians in par
ticular, neither suffered from an inferiority complex nor did they have racist tendencies. What 
they backed was a puritanical interpretation of scriptures. Unitarian clergymen taught believers 
not to rely on collaborators allegedly because they were impure. They also condemned seeking 
help from people rather than God, imploring saints and other intermediaries to gain access to 
God, and foregoing blessings that some Muslims believed could be obtained by visiting the 
tomb of a holy person.34 What was critical to note here was that these recommendations were 
made for Unitarians. In other words, even if Wahhabis considered believers who espoused these 
precepts for certified inclusion in the Unitarian creed, those who were not Unitarians did not 
have to apply them. For them, tawhid did not have room for saints, and while some clerics 
imposed harsh interpretations to those who deviated, this was not the basis of dogma but of 
traditions that more or less applied to Nejdis. 

Conclusion 

Notwithstanding the harsh criticisms that “Wahhabism [is] an intolerant, supremacist sect 
which, … in claiming to be the ‘pure’ and ‘true, reformed Islam,’ regrettably distorts and mis
represents the Muslim faith,” a judicious discussion required specialists to take note that 
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“between 1914 and 1926, Ibn Saud and the Wahhabi leadership exhorted the Ikhwan to 
moderate their attitude toward other Najdis living under Saudi rule.”35 As a leading scholar 
reiterated, “between 1926 and 1930, a handful of Ikhwan leaders rebelled against and attempted 
to overthrow Ibn Saud” that, to say the least, was the Ikhwan’s undoing.36 Just like his prede
cessors who entered into the 1744 Pact, Abdul Aziz consistently upheld the accord, and emu
lated them when he was appalled by the reticence of some to accept his authority. He dispensed 
his justice and secured the throne. 

Equally consistent criticisms of harsh Wahhabi behavior were attributed to the fact that 
women were prohibited from driving cars, where sorcery and magic were banned, where Val
entine’s Day celebrations were perceived to be immoral and decadent, and where every aspect 
of life was allegedly “controlled” by Wahhabism.37 For David Dean Commins, for example, 
lifting the ban on Saudi women to get behind the wheel “would infuriate the religious establish
ment,” even if nothing happened when Riyadh went ahead with its policy to do just that on 
June 24, 2018.38 Within a year, driving became a blasé development, as few looked askance 
on  who was driving, focusing instead on traffic that was, to say the least, a very positive 
development. 

These were not the only scholars who offered harsh criticisms and whose predictions failed 
to materialize. As stated earlier but is worth repeating, Hamid Algar, a Professor Emeritus of 
Persian Studies at the University of California (Berkeley), where he taught Persian and Arabic 
literature and the contemporary history of Iran and Turkey for 45 years (1965–2010), believed 
that Wahhabism was “essentially a movement without pedigree.” Algar affirmed that the move
ment “came out of nowhere in the sense not only of emerging from the wastelands of Najd, but 
also [displayed a] lack of substantial precedent in Islamic history.”39 This was revealing on several 
levels because Nejd was not a wasteland and the faction did not lack precedent. Moreover, if 
one were to accept Algar’s erroneous interpretation, the mere fact that such an association could 
emerge in the Nejd, negated the assertion of a wasteland since it, presumably, allowed for the 
birth of a dramatic new perspective. As discussed above, the movement contained subtle but 
substantive nationalist features, even if, for the phrenic, “the Wahhabi ideology had nothing to 
do with nationalism, and it is questionable whether a Saudi nation exists even now.”40 

Beyond polemical discourses, “Wahhabis were known as … the Ahl al-Tawhid, ‘the people 
of monotheism,’ those proclaiming ad-dawa lil tawhid.” J.L. Burckhardt, a Swiss explorer, 
believed Wahhabis to be “an extraordinary people” and, as stated in the introduction, Saudis 
refused to call themselves Wahhabis, not only because they considered the very idea of worship
ing through Muhammad bin Abdul Wahhab as shirk (heresy), but also because few associated 
with any of the modernizing features added by the doctors of law.41 Most, if not all, preferred 
the term Muwahhidun or, alternatively, that of Salafiyyun (traditionalists), those who emulated 
the pious Companions of the Prophet at the faith’s genesis. As George Rentz emphasized, Uni
tarianism gave way to genuine teachings of tawhid, which detractors found troubling.42 Instead, 
opponents of the movement concentrated on the ban to play music in public, the imposition of 
wearing of a full-niqab to cover women’s faces, entrusting females to a mahram that treat women 
as juveniles, the banned Ikhtilat, the mixing of genders and, worse, the intolerance of others. 

Yet, by recognizing religious pluralism in the 2003 National Dialogues, the Al Saud demon
strated that they possessed the power to subordinate the Wahhabi mission to dynastic interest, a 
step that also “implied a judgment that Wahhabism could no longer provide a sufficient founda
tion for the dynasty’s legitimacy.”43 As Commins affirmed, this perspective most likely repres
ented a strategic choice by the Al Saud to develop a durable system of pluralism, since “much 
of Wahhabism’s twentieth-century experience has been the story of trade-offs for the sake of 
consolidating the position of its political guardian.”44 In any event, what the now 275-year-old 
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alliance corroborated was its durability and strength as it ushered in more or less permanent 
stability on the Arabian Peninsula—a development that added to the ruling family’s intrinsic 
legitimacy and, notwithstanding shortcomings, its contributions to the Saudi nation’s 
independence. 
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Introduction 

The British East India Company first established a presence in the Persian Gulf in 1617. More 
than four centuries later, Britain remains an active participant in Gulf affairs and pursues a com
bination of strategic and commercial interests in the area in coordination with an array of regional 
and international actors. The story of Britain’s role in the Gulf is frequently recounted as a story 
of ascension and declension, but it is more properly a story of transformations. Britain’s presence 
and participation in the affairs of the Gulf remained constant; however, as its strategic and eco
nomic motivations and aims have evolved over the years, so did the tactics, methods, and institu
tions it established to secure its interests. These reflected the larger contours of Britain’s global 
role and policies and were shaped by a changing cast of allies and adversaries. 

British merchants, strategists, and India, Colonial, and Foreign Office officials understood the 
Persian Gulf as part of a larger strategic and economic whole that spanned the arc from India 
through Arabia to East Africa along the rim of the Indian Ocean, and they crafted their policies 
accordingly. Moreover, they appreciated that the larger powers of the Gulf region—Iran, Saudi 
Arabia, and Iraq—shaped the relationships they established with the small sheikhdoms of the 
Gulf. Meanwhile, the rulers of the protected states along the Gulf’s littoral pursued their own 
ambitions by co-opting British power in the service of their dynastic and territorial projects. Just 
as importantly, outside actors, especially the United States, created opportunities and challenges 
for British policies in the Persian Gulf. Working at different times to undermine or subsidize 
Britain’s presence in the Gulf, the United States later played a key role in reshaping the Gulf’s 
security environment after Britain’s abandonment in 1971 of its permanent military presence 
there. In the early twenty-first century, however, Britain took steps to revitalize its strategic 
presence in the Gulf against the background of the Islamic State’s and Iran’s emergence as potent 
threats to the Gulf Arab states, the United States’ “pivot to Asia,” and London’s search for a new 
international role after Brexit. 

Establishing and building a British presence (1617–1914) 

Britain’s initial foray into the Persian Gulf was commercial, but by the end of the eighteenth 
century, the Gulf’s strategic value to the security of India was firmly established in the minds of 
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British policy makers in Bombay and London. The British East India Company established 
Persian trading posts (or factories) in Shiraz, Isfahan, and Jask in 1617 and 1618.1 Four years 
later, following a cooperative effort with Shah Abbas the Great to expel the Portuguese from 
Hormuz, it established its regional headquarters at Bandar Abbas. For the remainder of the 
seventeenth century, the British competed with the Dutch for commercial advantage in the 
Gulf, but the Persian trade grew unprofitable, and the Bandar Abbas factory shuttered in 1763. 
The company’s political agency moved to Basra, where there had been a factory since 1723.2 

The fortunes of the British East India Company changed dramatically after the middle of the 
eighteenth century, and consequently the value of the Persian Gulf to Britain was transformed. 
Following the effective expulsion of France from India in 1765, the Company became not just 
a commercial enterprise but a territorial power with extensive political and military interests in 
South Asia. As a result, the Gulf soon became an outer bulwark of India’s defense. The invasion 
of northern India by Zaman Shah of Afghanistan and Napoleon Bonaparte’s military venture in 
Egypt, both in 1798, seemed to underscore the vulnerability of the Company’s Indian posses
sions, and the British government moved rapidly to establish a robust diplomatic presence in the 
Gulf region in support of the Company’s interests. London worked to improve relations with 
Persia, signed a treaty with the Sultan of Muscat to exclude French influence from his territories, 
and opened a diplomatic mission in Baghdad.3 

Meanwhile, predations on Indian commercial shipping in the Gulf by the naval forces of the 
local tribes, a practice the government of India characterized as “piracy,” prompted the British 
Governments of Bombay and India to seek the intervention of the Royal Navy on their behalf. 
Expeditions in 1809 and 1820 against the Qawasim, a group of powerful tribes of the southern 
Gulf coast, produced the General Treaty for the Cessation of Plunder and Piracy by Land and 
Sea. A number of the region’s most influential sheikhs signed it, and fifteen years later, the 
British persuaded them to approve a more general Maritime Truce, which was renewed regu
larly, culminating in the conclusion of the 1853 “Perpetual Maritime Truce” agreement. The 
sheikhdoms of the southern Gulf were afterwards referred to collectively as the Trucial Coast, 
and the term “Pirate Coast” faded from use.4 British naval power was crucial to the establish
ment the Truce and served as a powerful instrument of British policy in the Gulf during these 
years. It undergirded the early years of the Pax Britannica there and inspired the historian J.B. 
Kelly to write that: 

Command of the Sea is the prerequisite of power in the Persian Gulf … By the second 
quarter of the nineteenth century [Britain’s] position there was unassailable, and from 
that time forward the guardianship of the Gulf rested in British hands.5 

The British appreciated that the security of their Gulf interests did not exist in a vacuum and 
depended on their ability to secure the areas peripheral to it. In 1839, the Royal Navy occupied 
Aden at the western tip of Arabia. This gave the British a prize much coveted for its excellent 
port facilities, its proximity to the Arabian coffee country, and its location along the recently 
proposed Suez to Bombay steamship route. Most importantly, though, Aden provided a base 
from which the British could exercise influence in the Arabian Peninsula and counter Egyptian 
threats to their interests on the Persian Gulf coast.6 

During these years, the British established the bureaucratic institutions necessary to secure 
its position and power in the Gulf. In the 1820s, the British Government of Bombay, overseen 
by the British East India Company, created the post of Resident of the Persian Gulf, rechris
tened in the 1850s Political Resident in the Persian Gulf. Originally headquartered in Bushire 
on the southwestern coast of Persia, the Resident’s headquarters moved to Bahrain in 1946. 

36 


