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ABSTRACT 

This thesis will address and reassess the security landscape of the Arabian Gulf 

in the post-2011 from the perspective of the Bahraini state. Following the events 

of 2011 that have disproportionately affected Bahrain relative to its Gulf 

neighbors, there was a rapid transformation in the regional dynamics of the 

Middle East to which Gulf states have responded and proactively sought to 

manage in their favor as a means to reduce the impact of destabilizing regional 

and international level variables and maintain favorable domestic level 

variables. Bahrain, the smallest and least resourceful of the Gulf, was 

constrained in its ability to manipulate regional and international level variables 

following 2011 and instead favored an alignment with the foreign policy 

objectives of Saudi Arabia and the UAE. However, considering the destabilizing 

nature of domestic level variables to which the Bahrain state can respond, this 

paper offers a reconfiguration of Bahrain’s security strategy that centers 

variables such as national identity, political reform, sectarianism, transnational 

ideologies, while advocating for alliance expansion and further cooperation 

among Gulf states and their regional and international allies. While Gulf security 

literature continues to grow as a subfield of security studies, the perspective of 

the Bahraini state is often ignored or not addressed adequately. As such, this 

thesis will draw on a variety of sources including regional experience, interviews 

with foreign policy, senior officials and security elites in Bahrain, existing 

security theories, as well as recent literature on the GCC security to map out the 

contemporary security landscape of the Gulf and the reconfigurations necessary 

for Bahrain’s security strategy to address and accommodate them. More 

specifically, the thesis will use a classical neorealist and neoliberal approach to 

identify and resolve structural challenges that continue to impact Bahrain’s 

domestic security.   
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INTRODUCTION 
In the light of the events of 2011 that rapidly transformed the 

sociopolitical landscape of the Arabian Gulf, this paper will address and assess 

the options available to the Bahraini state to reconfigure its security strategy 

and effectively respond to and accommodate the strategies of other Gulf states. 

As such, this paper will attempt to map out the post-2011 security landscape of 

the Arabian Gulf states, namely Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, United Arab Emirates 

(UAE), Kuwait, Oman and Qatar and shed light on the unprecedented 

challenges that face the currently standing security apparatus of these states, 

Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). The key goal is to identify how each Gulf state 

assesses its best security option, how these options contribute to the growing 

divergence or alliances in the security strategies of member states, and what 

that means for Bahraini security from the perspective of policymakers. As it 

stands, the current GCC structure does not offer Gulf states a reliable security 

system as it has struggled to effectively tackle the destabilizing challenges of 

2011 which exacerbated for Bahrain existing anxieties pertaining to the Iranian 

and transnational ideologies questions and the long term viability of relying on 

the GCC and the US as primary guarantors of security. To understand why, I 

focus my attention in chapter 2 towards the historical circumstances that formed 

the Arabian Gulf states based on tribal alliances and led to the creation of the 

GCC in its presence form. The era of British protectionism, as I argue, has also 

contributed to setting the foundation for the GCC to materialize in such a way 

that makes it reliant on superpowers and incapable of permanently resolving 

internal conflicts between member states or collectively pursuing foreign policy 

strategies. Coupled with the entry of the United States into the region and its 

integration as part of its alliance network in terms of trade and security, these 

historical circumstances continue to inform the security options available to 

policymakers in Bahrain and elsewhere in the Gulf. While prior to 2011 a 

number of important events and conflicts had unfolded which tested the viability 

of the GCC as a security organization and served as a testimony to its core 

strengths, its area of weakness only became apparent in the aftermath of 2011. 

In chapter 3, I turn my focus towards the post-2011 landscape of the Gulf while 

centering six interrelated areas that witnessed significant changes: the economy 

and demographics, political, social, as well as security and military challenges 

that had unfolded since then. In this stage of mapping I will examine the similar 
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challenges as well as the ways in which new approaches of individual GCC 

states may pose security challenges to one another. This sort of mapping will 

go beyond the obvious binaries regarding Iran and the Muslim Brotherhood, and 

take into consideration the rising ambitions of some Gulf states and the 

potential for conflict/solidarity between these rising regional powers. The 

purpose of centering these dynamics lies in the fact that the GCC states face 

some significant similar domestic challenges regarding the overdependence 

and volatility of oil prices, demographic challenges, labor market, large 

percentage of youth as well as other socio-political challenges, while regionally 

the GCC’s response to the unprecedented sweeping protests across the Arab 

world largely shaped the geo-political map of the Middle East today, and 

overtime contributed to the drift between member states. The GCC appears to 

have adopted a pragmatic approach to deal with the rapidly changing domestic 

and regional environment by enforcing new policies to secure their own 

interests1. In response to the protests on its own soils, the GCC made it very 

clear that the use of force and violence to impose certain groups attempts for 

regime overthrow are unacceptable and all necessary means would be used to 

secure stability. As for the unrests elsewhere in the region, the GCC responded 

in two ways: in favour of some protests in Arab states, and against protests in 

others. This was broadly a means to demonstrate that the GCC states needed 

to ensure the safety of the regimes that contributed to the region’s stability and 

were considered as allies while the other Arab regimes’ that were destabilizing 

the region had to be changed. Considering the relative nature of what constitute 

“stability” or “trouble” for each GCC state, the period of innovative foreign policy 

has brought to the surface the different visions powerful GCC actors have for 

the region. 

In my analysis in chapter 3, I take into consideration the state-specific 

challenges and region-wide challenges facing the GCC and I rely on a 

comparative analytical approach and qualitative research methods which draw 

on different sources including regional experience, interviews with foreign 

policy, senior officials and security elites in Bahrain, existing security theories, 

                                                        
1	Colombo,	S.	(2012).	The	GCC	and	the	Arab	Spring:	A	Table	of	Double	Standards.	The	International	Spectator.	
Istituto	Affari	Internazionali.	Page	111. 
2	Kelly,	Robert	E.	(2007)	Security	Theory	in	the	“New	Regionalism”.	International	Security	Review.	Vol.	5	(2).	Page	
197.	
3	Ibid,	Page	200.	
4 Kelly,	Robert	E.	(2007)	Security	Theory	in	the	“New	Regionalism”.	International	Security	Review.	Vol.	5	(2).	Page	
200. 
5	Moller,	B.	(2005)	Security	Models	and	their	Applicability	to	the	Gulf:	The	Potential	of	European	Lessons	Applied.	
Danish	Institute	of	Internal	Studies,.	Page	13.	
6	Wootton,	D.	(2008)	Modern	Political	Thought:	Readings	from	Machiavelli	to	Nietzsche,	Indianapolis:	Hackett	
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recent literature on the GCC security, existing security models as well as 

historical induction of the Gulf region. Doing so would help identify the shortfalls 

in order to properly address them while centering Bahrain in the security 

narrative of the Gulf which has been largely absent in the security discourse of 

the region. 

Essentially, the new security map of the GCC considered, chapter 4 and 

5 center the often-overlooked Bahraini state perspective on what the challenges 

of the GCC could mean for its security strategy considering its small size, 

limited resources, and historical reliance on the GCC as a whole to shield it 

against the threats posed by Iran and its agents in the small island, a reliance 

that is no longer feasible on its own in today’s world. Chapter 4 narrows its 

focus on how the Bahraini state perceives its political landscape relative to its 

Gulf neighbors as the only Gulf state with a comprehensive and promising 

political reform project that faced serious challenges from three key domestic 

level variable that are central in the local security discourse of Bahrain among 

both policymakers and the public. These variables, namely transnational 

ideologies, sectarianism and ambitious Islamist political movements have 

impeded the democratic transition process from the perspective of the Bahraini 

state, and as such constitute structural challenges that must be resolved before 

the political reform project can accomplish its full objectives successfully. In 

chapter 5, I survey the various security options considered by the Bahraini 

state. On one level, these options attempt to minimize the impact of domestic 

level challenges and analyze them in the context of national identity building as 

the overarching structural solution to these challenges. On a broader level these 

options display optimism in the prospect of the GCC reform through proactive 

action on part of Bahrain, Saudi Arabia and the UAE, as well as a foreign policy 

approach towards diversifying Bahrain’s security portfolio in the international 

arena. Taking into consideration the Bahraini state’s perspective and the 

analysis presented in previous chapters, I conclude my thesis with an 

assessment of these options and their viability in securing Bahrain’s domestic 

and foreign interests going forward. 

In terms of the geographic scope I focus on in this research, I adopt a 

regionalist approach as it is best suited to the questions I address as opposed 

to the more established internationalist approach that dominated the field of 

security studies. The latter has taken prominence this far because whether 
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international security theorists approach global security concerns from the 

perspective of nation-state and the inevitability of anarchism or globalization 

and its tendency to promote cooperation, they seemed to agree that the planet 

is bound as one community. Consequently, most security analysis and state-

building theories begin with the assertion that the world is interconnected and it 

should be analyzed as such, because any attempt at a regional-level or analysis 

would be “brief and a reflection of systemic confusion that will wear itself out.”2 

According to security theorist Robert E. Kelly, there are five key 

arguments for the regional level of analysis and against the international 

security approach.3 Firstly, most states worry about their neighbors more than 

far states, which is the case for the GCC to which Iran is the primary adversary. 

The second argument is that when the international community intervenes in 

world regions under the banners of humanitarianism or the war on terror for 

instance, much evidence suggests that local actors exploit international powers 

to settle scores with local opponents. Furthermore, in the post-colonial age 

where Western intervention is perceived as an extension of imperialism and the 

pursuit of hegemony, regionalism represents a departure from the necessarily 

problematic power dynamics between the Northern and Southern hemispheres. 

This makes sustained successful overlay more challenging. And finally, 

regionalists reject “too much insistence on parsimony as a doctrinaire blinder 

that leads to deep, indefensible mismatches between theory and reality.”4 This 

is because the liberal ideas of global community that share the rational desire 

for peace may be theoretically appealing, but to regionalists it is an 

oversimplification of reality. For these reasons this paper will adopt a 

regionalists mode of analysis; one that is unencumbered by international 

security’s tendency to overlook internal dynamics of the state, and rather begins 

with these dynamics as building block for the security landscape of the Arabian 

Gulf prior to and after the so-called Arab Spring. This is especially relevant for 

the GCC, as it has just entered the Westphalian stage, where “mutual 

recognition of sovereignty is not yet all-embracing, and it remains a conflict 

formation where war is entirely conceivable between states as well as with 

                                                        
2	Kelly,	Robert	E.	(2007)	Security	Theory	in	the	“New	Regionalism”.	International	Security	Review.	Vol.	5	(2).	Page	
197.	
3	Ibid,	Page	200.	
4 Kelly,	Robert	E.	(2007)	Security	Theory	in	the	“New	Regionalism”.	International	Security	Review.	Vol.	5	(2).	Page	
200. 
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outsiders”.5 This is evidenced by a plethora of security incidents in the past 30 

years, such as the Iran-Iraq war of 1980-1988, the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait 

1990, the Yemen-Saudi clashes of 1995, and the U.S. invasion of Iraq 2003, 

and the 2015 Saudi-led coalition military campaign in Yemen. As these 

examples demonstrate, the GCC continues to operate in an active conflict zone, 

which makes a unified objective and approach to security challenges is no less 

important today than it was before, and yet this security apparatus is far from 

solid in its direction, objectives, and relations between member states.  

As such, I will use a mix of neoclassical realism and neoliberalism as the 

theoretical methodology framework as opposed to the use of a single limited 

theory in the attempt to put forth a preliminary outline of necessary steps to 

address Bahrain’s security needs which take into consideration its unique 

demographic challenges and overall position in the Gulf’s security apparatus. 

The use of neoclassical realism will help provide the required comparative 

analytical tools when considering both systemic and regional level variables, 

including the regional balance of power, buck-passing, balancing against threat, 

and formation of alliances, transitional ideologies and the cohesion of the 

national identity. While, at the same time, this approach won’t neglect the 

importance of unit-level variables such as the decision-making process of the 

Bahraini state as well as the historical dimensions, ideologies, domestic 

interests groups, and religious composition of the region. The neoliberal 

approach would help establish grounds for collaboration between Gulf states 

and other regional and international power in an effort to minimize the incentive 

for conflict on the one hand, and to act as a deterrence strategy on the other 

hand. Both of these approaches will be taken into consideration in a parallel and 

interactive manner for both systemic and unit-level significant variables 

influencing the formation of security and foreign policy of individual GCC states 

as well as their implications on the security prospects of Bahrain, the smallest of 

the GCC states.  

 

Overview of the GCC, its contours, and dynamics  

 

                                                        
5	Moller,	B.	(2005)	Security	Models	and	their	Applicability	to	the	Gulf:	The	Potential	of	European	Lessons	Applied.	
Danish	Institute	of	Internal	Studies,.	Page	13.	
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											Prior	 to	analyzing	 the	dynamics	of	 the	GCC	as	a	whole	and	how	they	shape	

the	 strategies	 available	 to	 the	 Bahraini	 state,	 it	 is first important to resolve the 

ambiguity around the concept of security and what it entails –at least- in the 

context of this discussion. For the purpose of this paper, the notion of security is 

discussed on a state level; it is concerned with securing the state against non-

state actors as well as other adversarial states. A good starting point to explore 

the concept of state-level security would be its philosophical and historical roots. 

While earliest accounts of security may be present, Hobbes’ influential ideas 

about the necessity of a strong government to protect its citizens are 

foundational to understanding security and state-building theories. Hobbes’ 

materialist, mechanist view of human nature perceives all matters, including 

human beings, to be in a constant state of motion until something or someone 

forces them to stop. In security terms, he views the natural state of affairs to be 

one of conflict that can only end through the use of force by the state. To 

Hobbes, the state is fundamental if peace is to be secured because humans are 

equally capable of killing one another, equally need and desire the same finite 

resources, and equally uncertain about their safety.6 Therefore, to Hobbes, the 

sovereign, whether the prime minister in a constitutional monarchy, the prince in 

a traditional monarchy, or the parliament in a democracy “is entrusted with 

security domestic peace and safeguarding the life and the property of the 

people against any foreign threat.”7 

           Against this realist, bleak design, Kant’s notion of security starts with the 

premise that the natural state of affairs is one of peace, not conflict. To Kant, 

humans are sensible and seek self-preservation through cooperation, and that 

is why the anarchic system of nation-states can be transformed into one global 

community governed by international law. The democratic nature of this system 

will always result in peace because no rational individual would vote for war. If 

nation-states were to subsume their national interest under this international 

system, it would be due to “the rational insight and the moral commitment of 

individual citizens to a community of mankind.”8 The national security paradigm, 

which emerged in a time when the sovereignty of the state was critical to 

                                                        
6	Wootton,	D.	(2008)	Modern	Political	Thought:	Readings	from	Machiavelli	to	Nietzsche,	Indianapolis:	Hackett	
Publishing	Company,	Inc.	Page	149.	
7	Haftendorn,	H.	(1991)	The	Security	Puzzle:	Theory-Building	and	Discipline-Building	in	International	Security.	
International	Studies	Quarterly,	Vol.	35	(1).	Page	6.	
8	Ibid,	Page	6.	
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national survival in line with Hobbesian realism, could not survive the extension 

of the international system boundaries into highly interdependent political 

systems.9 For that reason, it was the liberal school of thought that has largely 

shaped the international community’s approach to matters of security in favour 

of international institutions over nation-states sovereignty. It began with the 

establishment of the League of Nations in the 20th century by the American 

President Woodrow Wilson, whose coherent liberal vision of the world order10 

constituted a pretext for the international security system we see today under 

the United Nations, even though the US did not itself join the League of Nations.  

											After its integration into the international system, Gulf states have sought 

to replicate regional and international security organizations through the 

establishment of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). The Gulf monarchs 

signed an agreement in Abu Dhabi in May 1981 during a summit which was 

attended by the Arab League and the Islamic Conference Organization (ICO), 

indicating that the new body adheres to both international organizations.11 The 

initial objective of the GCC was to promote coordination in terms of foreign 

policy, security matters, and oil politics, which later in 1982 evolved to 

incorporate collective defense agreements against revolts, terrorism, foreign 

interventions and other subversive actions. 12  There were key political, 

economic, and security factors promoting cohesion among the GCC and 

empowering its institutions. Since its inception, the main driver of political unity 

in the GCC had been the shared interest of its heads of state to protect their 

states’ sovereignty and the shared history, religion, family ties. This interest 

engendered a powerful sense of solidarity among the ruling families who 

acknowledged the challenges of maintaining the legitimacy of the monarchical 

rule on the international stage in the age of liberal democracy.13 These grounds 

for cooperation however changed gradually but steadily overtime, until they 

became largely outdated years after the radical changes that the events of 2011 

brought forth across the Middle East. The so-called Arab Spring created new 

                                                        
9	Haftendorn,	H.	(1991)	The	Security	Puzzle:	Theory-Building	and	Discipline-Building	in	International	Security.	
International	Studies	Quarterly,	Vol.	35	(1).	Page	6.	
10	Smith,	Tony.	(1999).	Making	the	World	Safe	for	Democracy	in	the	American	Century.	Diplomatic	History.	Vol.	23	
(2).	Page	173	
11	Riad,	M.	(1986).	Geopolitics	and	Politics	in	the	Arab	Gulf	States	(GCC).	GeoJournal,	Vol.	13	(3).	Page	201.	
12	Ibid,	Page	202.	
13	Martini,	J.	&	Wasser,	B.	&	Kaye,	D.	&	Egel,	E.	&	Ogletree,	C.	(2016).	GCC	Cohesion	in	Historical	Perspective.	The	
Outlook	for	Arab	Gulf	Cooperation.	RAND	Corporation.	Page	12.	
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opportunities and challenges for Arab states to pursue strategies that 

sometimes benefit the GCC as a cohesive unit, but more often than not furthers 

the interest of individual states above all else. For that reason, mapping the 

contemporary landscape of the GCC is crucial for individual Gulf states to 

overcome their vulnerability to regional conflicts, and more pressingly each 

other.  

           It must be noted when situating the GCC in its geographical locality that 

in an increasingly interconnected world, it is not viable to categorize the GCC 

security landscape as a monolithic, self-enclosed arena that can be defined in 

opposition to or alongside other arenas. Depending on the field of study or the 

point of inquiry with which one approaches the GCC, it is often more helpful to 

think of the GCC as part of a transnational network. For example, it is possible 

to view as part of the security landscape countries to the West of the region 

including the United States, the United Kingdom, and Turkey if the parameters 

of the inquiry takes into consideration international alliances of individual GCC 

member states, which undoubtedly contribute to if not define the nature of the 

security arrangements and concerns of individual GCC states. Another useful 

parameter is considering the GCC as part of the Red Sea area, encompassing 

Yemen and the Horn of Africa, including Ethiopia, Eritrea, Sudan, Egypt, and 

Somalia. Indeed, Saudi Arabia and the UAE are increasingly playing an 

important role in the Red Sea with investment, aid programs and collaborations 

with East African governments. These involvements represent an 

acknowledgment of the Arabian Gulf states that the Red Sea security is 

inseparable from its own. This is especially true considering that the area 

represents an important trade point for the transport of oil and other goods. 

Maintaining the security of Red Sea in that regard is of similar importance to the 

security of the Strait of Hormuz, whom Iran had repeatedly threatened to close 

in an effort to damage the economy of the oil-exporting Gulf countries. 

Additionally, with Qatar pursuing an independent foreign policy, its interest 

alongside Turkey with the ousted government of al-Bashir in Sudan was a 

cause of concern for Gulf policymakers as it indicates a wider geographic reach 

for the Muslim Brotherhood influence, who continue to threaten Saudi Arabia, 

the UAE and their allies in the Gulf, Egypt and Jordan. This is because even 

though they operate as legitimate actors in Kuwait and Bahrain for example, 
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they are positioned as a source of threat in both states14. As the former Bahraini 

Foreign Minister noted in 2014: “Bahrain is confronting this [Muslim 

Brotherhood] organization and their threat.”15 Moreso, the Muslim Brotherhood 

is still prohibited due to security concerns from forming any organized presence 

in Oman and its members were subjected to citizenship revocation in 2014 in an 

effort to root out their influence.16 In Jordan where the organization has a strong 

hold, the top court in the country officially dissolved the Muslim Brotherhood in 

2020.17  

           Additionally, it may also be helpful to think of the GCC security 

landscape as inclusive of India and China to the east of the region as emerging 

economic superpowers, towards whom the race for formidable alliances is a 

potentially powerful move by individual GCC states during these times of 

uncertainty regarding the durability or even purpose of the GCC as a multilateral 

economic and security apparatus. This emerging parameter of the GCC 

landscape is gradually but steadily attracting the attention of Gulf leaders as 

evidenced by the Delhi Declaration of 2006 between Saudi Arabia and India 

which aims to counter terrorism, the Riyadh Declaration of 2010 which aimed to 

strengthen defense cooperation,18 and the UAE-India Comprehensive Security 

Partnership signed in 2017.19 As for security partnerships with China, these 

include weapon sale arrangements20 that allow the Gulf states to prepare for 

possible American reluctance to sell weapons should future administrations 

echo sentiments of the Obama administration as opposed to Trump’s that 

currently shows enthusiasm to sell the GCC weapons despite reservations by 

the US Congress. While strategic alliances with India are more straightforward 

considering the centuries’ long historical connections between the two powers 

on the grounds of trade, labor, and diplomatic arrangements, relations with 

                                                        
14 Cafiero,	Giorgio	(2017)	Kuwait’s	pragmatic	Islamists.	Middle	East	Institute.	online	access	via:	
https://www.mei.edu/publications/kuwaits-pragmatic-islamists 
15	Al	Wasat	News	(2014)	online	access	via:	http://www.alwasatnews.com/news/868514.html		
16	The	Arab	Weekly	(2020)	Can	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	regain	influence	in	Oman?.	online	access	via:	
https://thearabweekly.com/can-muslim-brotherhood-regain-influence-oman		
17	Times	of	Israel	(2020)	Jordan’s	top	court	dissolves	country’s	Muslim	Brotherhood.	online	access	via:	
https://www.timesofisrael.com/jordans-top-court-dissolves-countrys-muslim-brotherhood/	
18	Roy-Chaudhury,	R.	(2018).	India	and	the	Gulf	Region:	Building	Strategic	Partnerships.	International	Institute	for	
Strategies	Studies.	Online	access	via:	https://www.iiss.org/blogs/analysis/2018/08/india-gulf-strategic-partnerships	
19	Ardemagni,	E.	(2018).	“The	Indian	Gulf”:	Modi’s	Visit	in	the	UAE	and	Oman.	Reset	DOC.	Online	access	via:	
https://www.resetdoc.org/story/indian-gulf-modis-visit-uae-oman/	
20	Mansour,	I.	(2015).	The	GCC	States	and	the	Viability	of	a	Strategic	Military	Partnership	with	China.	Middle	East	
Institute.	Online	access	via:	https://www.mei.edu/publications/gcc-states-and-viability-strategic-military-
partnership-china	



13 
 

China are rather ambiguous considering China’s seemingly friendly stance 

towards Iran. In any case, India and China in the east like the US and the UK in 

the west, all demonstrate that it is not possible to isolate the GCC security 

landscape from the intricate and wide-reaching security dynamics of the 

international arena.  

 

           This paper aims to complicate these contours even further. As it seeks to 

map out the security landscape taking into consideration interests of GCC 

member states as individual entities as opposed to a monolithic unit as it was 

previously understood by security experts, it is not possible to confine the 

contours in any one direction, east or west. This is because while in some 

instances all six states have interest in strategic alliances with the same power, 

such as the case with the United States, there are other instances where one 

country’s ally is another’s enemy, such as the case with Qatar and its ally 

Turkey towards which Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain have expressed 

concerns about because of the foreign policy approaches of its current ruling 

party. Similarly, while security concerns over Iran constitute the main existential 

threat from the perspective of Saudi Arabia, UAE, and Bahrain, Oman is 

increasingly viewing Iran as either a neutral power or even an ally. All these 

complicated relations considered, for the purposes of this paper the contours of 

the GCC security landscape necessarily cease to exist altogether; instead, each 

individual GCC state and its own position regarding other states will be the main 

level of analysis.  

  While it is true that each Gulf state actor, no matter its relation with its 

Gulf neighbors has different priorities shaped by its internal dynamics, 

geography, and historically important external dynamics, there remains 

commonalities in certain areas pertaining to security, economy, culture, and 

perceived destiny that is strongly felt between some member states. Examples 

of these common threats prior to the so-called Arab Spring include post-1978 

Iran, post-2003 Iraq, Islamist terrorism by factions such as Al-Qaeda and the 

Islamic State, and most importantly the so-called Arab Spring itself. As for 

contemporary commonalities in the aftermath of the events of 2011, whether a 

continuation of previous stances, or a product or unfolding opportunities and 

challenges, they are important to identify, analyze, and nurture going forward as 
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they not only offer some sense of certainty and familiarity, but they also 

encourage further cooperation through strengthening areas of strategic alliance.  

  In terms of the internal dynamics common among all GCC states, 

economies are broadly characterized as follows: they are oil-dependent, the 

vast majority of nationals work in public sector institutions, the national labour 

force is young and educated, productivity is highly dependent on expatriate 

labour, and economy growth depends on government expenditure. While these 

characteristics have not changed much after the events of 2011, the key 

economic challenge facing the GCC today is declining oil revenues. Oil 

revenues are the main source of funding for the GCC’s governments’ budgets, 

with no income tax and limited non-oil revenues, the private sector does very 

little to contribute to the governments’ revenues, including the massive number 

of foreign blue-collar labour workers, presenting a major challenge for the GCC 

states to deal with. The public sector on the other hand, where most nationals 

are employed, for a long time had employed most job seekers even beyond its 

actual needs which became a burden on the national budgets as this type of 

disguised employment consume a substantial percentage of the recurrent 

expenditure instead that could be utilized for growth-generating projects. 

Therefore, as a sector characterized by low productivity, disguised 

unemployment, and public spending without sustainable non-oil revenues, the 

public sector as it currently stands cannot continue to generate high economic 

growth rates. And yet the GCC’s expansionary fiscal policy is a primary tool 

utilized to sustain the social contract between the states and society,21 and 

cannot be overturned without political setbacks. The GCC governments’ recent 

efforts to fund public sector institutions through the introduction of selective 

taxes (excise tax) on energy drinks, fizzy drinks, and cigarettes, and value 

added taxes (VAT) in January 2018 highlight the sense of urgency to 

compensate for the oil revenues. But they most importantly mark a new phase 

of the Gulf states’ history where taxation becomes an essential distributive 

mechanism like elsewhere, 22  and a potential trigger for public demand of 

greater representation in the decision-making process. 

           As for the social landscape, the new and popular social media 

environment has proliferated a fertile ground for youth activism and new forms 
                                                        
21	Saif,	I.	(2009)	The	oil	boom	in	GCC	countries:	old	challenges,	changing	dynamics.	Ibrahim	Saif.	Carnegie	Middle	
East	Center.	Vol.	15.	Page	2.	
22	Ibid,	Page	7.	
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of political contestation and civic engagement in the GCC.23 The impact of 

social media on youth mobilization has begun long before the upheavals of 

2011 in Omani and Bahraini online forums, but it was not until then when their 

potential was fully realized. Indeed, the Gulf’s advanced telecommunications 

infrastructure which permits near-universal high-speed internet access at a low 

cost makes social media sites as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Whatsapp 

widely accessible and extremely popular across all age groups and 

socioeconomic backgrounds. 24  As a result, the GCC youth culture is 

categorically different from other generations; it is more engaged and up-to-date 

with political discussions around the world regarding issues such as press 

freedom, transparency, and self-direction. 25  Being as such, considerable 

segments of the GCC youth movement tends to be dismissive of existing tribal 

and religious leaders as incapable of delivering fundamental political reform, 

which is testing not only the mediators of state power such as tribes and 

religious figures, but also the state itself.26 The youth movement can become a 

considerable challenge to the GCC if it is dismissed, but it is simultaneously a 

remarkable opportunity to rebuild the social fabric in line with the progressive 

visions of GCC leaders and against the more conservative voices of religious 

and tribal elites. As will be discussed in later chapters, Bahrain and Saudi were 

quick to harvest this youth energy and center young people at the heart of their 

economic and political visions for the future.  

           The political landscape is perhaps the trickiest because GCC countries 

each have different systems of governance. With the exception of Bahrain and 

Kuwait where parliamentary politics are a prominent feature of internal affairs, 

the rest of the GCC lacks effective elected bodies which are involved in the 

decision-making process. 27  Efforts made to move towards greater political 

openness vary from one state to the other following the upheavals of 2011. 

Despite the progress made by Bahrain ten years before the Arab Spring with its 

                                                        
23	Diwan,	K.	(2014).	Breaking	Taboos:	Youth	Activism	in	the	Gulf	States.	Atlantic	Council.	Washington	DC.	Page	2.	
24	Residential	Market	Survey	Report.	(2016)	Bahrain	Telecommunications	Regulation	Authority.	Access	via:	
http://www.tra.org.bh/media/document/TRA-Bahrain-2016-Residential-survey-FINAL.pdf		
25	Saif,	I.	(2009)	The	oil	boom	in	GCC	countries:	old	challenges,	changing	dynamics.	Ibrahim	Saif.	Carnegie	Middle	
East	Center.	Vol.	15.	Page	7.	
26	Ibid,	Page	2.	
27	Saif,	I.	(2009)	The	oil	boom	in	GCC	countries:	old	challenges,	changing	dynamics.	Ibrahim	Saif.	Carnegie	
Middle	East	Center,	Vol.	15,	Page	25.	
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political reforms,28 and the efforts made after 2011, the shortfalls remain an 

obstacle towards establishing solid democratic institutions that can work 

effectively.29 Immediate response by GCC states to the violent events of 2011 

was perhaps successful in neutralizing non-state actors and restoring stability in 

a relatively short period of time. However, the extent to which these political 

events became articulated along ethnic and sectarian lines speaks of the 

turbulent political landscape that is prone to security vacuums that allow Sunni 

and Shia leaders to mobilize the masses. Generally, these security vacuums 

are only possible when the community lacks a shared political identity and the 

state is not perceived as a neutral arbitrator that enjoys autonomy from 

sectarian contestants. 30  Unlike European countries in which transnational 

ideologies such as fascism and communism only appeared after the 

consolidation of the nation-state sovereignty and the effective development of 

state institutions, the GCC had to and continues to mitigate the threat of 

transnational ideologies while simultaneously building its institutions. Examples 

of such contemporary transnational ideologies include the welayat-elfaqih, the 

Muslim Brotherhood, and Arab nationalism. The slow political institutions 

development in other GCC states also allows for primordial and sectarian 

narratives to flourish because there are no platforms to incorporate pluralism in 

the body politic.31 As long as GCC states struggle to counter threats posed by 

transnational ideologies while simultaneously reinforcing the legitimacy of the 

state, religious sects and tribal formations will necessary continue to be the 

main battlegrounds, and the essential markers of political identity. 

           In addition to shared internal dynamics, the regional factors broadly 

making up the key external security dynamics are outlined in this section. The 

extent to which the external environment has been transformed by the events of 

2011 underlines the need for a new understanding of the security landscape in 

the region as the current GCC multilateral security approach has proven to be –

by-design- unable to respond to the new challenges this paper will aim to 

demonstrate. Prior to the events of 2011, the GCC had a lot to worry about but 
                                                        
28	Louer,	L.	(2008,	August	20).	Bahrain's	Fragile	Political	Reforms.	Retrieved	July	2,	2018,	from	
http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/21029	
29	Bin	Ashoor,	S.	(2014).	Opinion	|	Bahrain's	Hijacked	Reform	Efforts.	Retrieved	July	2,	2018,	from	
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/19/opinion/bahrains-hijacked-reform-efforts.html	
30	Esman,	Milton,	J.	(1994).	Ethnic	Solidarity	as	a	Political	Force:	The	Scope	of	Inquiry.	In:	Ethnic	Politics.	
Ithaca	and	London:	Cornell	University	Press.	Page	19.	
31	Dodge,	T.	(2012).	Understanding	the	Drivers	of	Violence	in	Iraq.	Iraq:	From	War	to	New	Authoritarianism.	
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primarily Iran was the greatest concern, as Iran undermined all serious 

confidence building with the GCC states. The constant Iranian interference in 

the local affairs of neighboring states, as well as its support for non-state actors 

all contributed to the tensions between both sides of the Gulf.32 Iran has for 

example backed Hezbollah in Lebanon and abroad in their overseas operations, 

in addition Houthi rebels, Iraqi militias, and some sympathizers of the wali el-

faqih governing system in Bahrain. High ranking Iranian officials have also 

regularly made hostile statements that reflect the state’s expansionist Islamist 

strategy which is stated clearly in its constitution. It is important to note that 

although Iran’s expansionist ambitions target Shia Muslims as regional proxies, 

the majority of Shias are not agents of the Iranian regime as even Shia political 

movements predate the Islamic revolution and many have different if not 

opposing political ideologies to the wali el-faqih. Moreso, Iran’s destabilizing role 

in Iraq and Lebanon was further extended into Syria and Yemen after the 

events of 2011 which brought the Iranian threat on the GCC states to 

unprecedented levels.33 

           For many years, the GCC had adopted a pacifist “buck-passing” security 

model as their preferred security strategy prior to the so-called Arab Spring 

events, passing the responsibility of handling these security threats to their 

more capable super power allies, mainly the United States. However, this 

security strategy of reliance on allies proved to be ineffective in eliminating 

regional threats, and therefore, the GCC states for the first time acted 

independently in a attempt to deal with these unprecedented threats and 

resolve them, as they did in 2011 when they sent the Peninsula Shield to 

protect vital assets in Bahrain during the violent events of 2011, as well as 

launching the Saudi-led coalition military campaign in Yemen in 2015,and 

supporting different non-state actors in Syria after the uprisings to overthrow Al-

Assad’s authoritarian regime, while addressing the high level diplomatic 

tensions between the GCC and Iran that are shaping and dominating the 

regional political arena.   

 To observers outside the region, these innovative policies were 

perceived as an effort by the GCC states to show that the so-called Arab Spring 

is a malaise affecting the Arab republics only and not the monarchies, thereby 
                                                        
32	Katzman,	K.	(2018).	Iran’s	Foreign	and	Defense	Policies.	Retrieved	June	30,	2018,	from	
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increasing the distance between the two forms of governance by singling out 

republics as fertile grounds for regime capitulation,34 while the GCC’s response 

to protests in Jordan and Morocco has further strengthened the historical 

alliances with these two states. However, such views are inaccurate because 

they overlook the GCC’s actions as separate and pragmatic actors who dealt 

with each state undergoing upheaval as its own case.  The fact that GCC 

states, with the exception of Qatar, supported Hosni Mubarak’s regime in Egypt, 

which was not a monarchy, and similarly supported a peaceful change in power 

in Yemen through the GCC initiative which meant that Yemen will continue to 

be a republic further proves that the GCC’s foreign policy objectives are to 

ensure the stability of the region, their own safety, and survival regardless of the 

governing form of the other Arab states. Furthermore, adding to the political 

form of governing, the economic conditions of each of the Arab states that 

suffered from the sweeping effects of the Arab Spring played a smaller role in 

their survival than first predicted. Whereas the long standing Arab monarchic 

states that survived the Arab Spring storm, none of them were wealthy states, 

namely Bahrain, Oman, Jordan and Morocco. While the newly born Arab 

Republics, some of them were, on the contrary, wealthy states such as Libya 

and Iraq. The others were poor states including Syria, Yemen, Tunisia and 

Egypt, all collapsed either by a regime change that did not improve their 

conditions or by becoming a failed state. Shows that all factors must be properly 

analyzed to better understand what are the factors that ensured the survival of 

certain states while others collapsed.  

           The aftermath of 2011 events was perhaps nowhere more devastating 

for regional security than in Iraq and Syria. What started as anti-government 

protests in Syria soon escalated into a civil conflict that has turned into a proxy 

for regional and international powers to promote their security interest. The 

GCC was no exception; Saudi Arabia and Qatar were quick to fund opposition 

groups to overthrow the Assad regime given its close ties to the Iranian regime 

which was even quicker to capitalize on the uprisings, making them an essential 

player on the battlefield. The consequences of their support to the opposition 

were only felt catastrophically when the so-called Islamic State of Iraq and Syria 

(ISIS) gained momentum in 2013. Since then, Saudi cells of military groups 

launched a number of attacks against security posts, Shia-dominated 
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communities, the U.S. embassy in Jeddah, and even the capital Riyadh. Saudi 

continues to be a target for such retaliation from militants due to its strategic 

role, its support to non-state actors unaffiliated to ISIS 35 , as well as its 

opposition to Qatar’s support to Al Nusra group, an offshoot of Al Qaeda.36 

Efforts around the Gulf to contain the threat of local terrorism such as cracking 

down on questionable charities as well as banning extremists from travel to Iraq 

and Syria may have been effective,37 but the aftermath of ISIS’s mobilization of 

impressionable Gulf youth will continue to impact the security environment 

around the GCC.  

           This is especially crucial following perceived threats from Qatar by three 

Gulf states: Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain. Indeed, on 5 June 2017, Saudi 

Arabia, Bahrain, UAE and Egypt as well cut diplomatic ties with Qatar, a move 

that soon turned into a full boycott which is a difficult step between these 

nations38, further shows the new security strategy seen in the way Saudi Arabia, 

Bahrain and UAE predominantly handled their regional foreign policy strategies 

with regional states, as well as the internal differences between GCC member 

states, particularly in the case of Qatar. While this development seemed odd on 

the surface because there was no actual conflict between the quadruple states 

and Qatar at the time, under the surface tension was building up for years. The 

neighboring states famously took divergent positions on the so-called Arab 

Spring in general and supported opposing factions in the Syrian conflict despite 

Saudi’s stance not being overtly oppositional at the time.39 That however was 

mostly noticeable in Bahrain in 2011 and in Egypt in 2013 which resulted in a 

severe diplomatic crisis that was superficially addressed in the resolution of 

2014 between the Gulf states in which Qatar made little concessions regarding 

its media coverage of Egypt.40 Since then, the new security strategy that is 

being adopted by Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and UAE, demonstrated their 
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seriousness in maintaining a unified foreign policy which is crucial for the GCC 

security and that it would not allow any member to undermine its institutions.  

           However, despite the three states’ best effort to contain Qatar’s 

problematic ambitions of developing strategic relations with Iran, Hamas, 

Hezbollah and the Muslim Brotherhood, they continued to perceive Qatari 

foreign policy as destructive to their security. This crisis has made it clear to the 

three states that Iran would not hesitate to seize any opportunity to exploit the 

GCC’s vulnerability and further its agenda. Indeed, following the boycott Iran 

attempted to get closer to Qatar by offering a helping hand with regards to food 

and medicine supplies to alleviate the new economic burdens in order to tip the 

balance of power in its favour and its regional proxies.41 This development 

poses critical challenges to the long-term national security interests of the GCC 

because it offers Iran another opportunity to undermine international efforts to 

isolate it.42 The growth of Iranian hegemony to encompass one of the GCC’s 

own members could further empower its efforts to scuttle US and GCC 

governments’ foreign policies, which necessitates urgent security reforms in the 

GCC capable of responding effectively to the rapidly changing geopolitical 

landscape in the region. While thus far the boycott states have shown 

commitment to resolving the Qatar crisis through negotiations which by 

December 2020 appear to have yielded a firm prospect for peace resolution, the 

fragility of the relationship between Qatar and its neighbors in light of its 

divergence in critical foreign policies makes it all the more necessary for 

security reforms to take into consideration the uncertainty associated with 

Qatar.  

           South of the peninsula, tensions between Saudi Arabia and Yemen were 

heightened after the so-called Arab Spring. This is because even though 

sporadic violence on the Yemeni border between the Iranian-backed Houthis 

and Saudis has been occurring since the 1990s, the deteriorating relations with 

Iran made the rivalry more alarming for the Saudis. As a result, Saudi Arabia, in 

coordination with the nine other states, launched a military campaign in March 

2015 to stop the Houthi advance and restore the legitimate government of Abdo 
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Rabo Mansour Hadi.43 Despite the Saudi-led coalition’s relative success in 

isolating the Houthis, retrieving most of the lands they previously occupied from 

the legitimate Yemeni government, sustaining the military campaign for over 

three years has become a financial burden and a PR problem for the Saudi 

coalition who are yet to deliver sweeping victory.44 The increasing number of 

frequent missile attacks by the Houthis on Saudi cities is an evidence that the 

war in Yemen was of an upmost importance to the safety and security of the 

GCC states. Allowing Yemen to fall completely under the control of an Iranian 

agent is unacceptable to most GCC states as it constitutes a serious regional 

security threat given Saudi Arabia’s position as the GCC’s main superpower. 

The grave extent of Iranian interference in GCC affairs, especially following the 

events of 2011, makes it a formidable adversary whose containment is of 

utmost priority to the security model building process. As such, both Saudi 

Arabia and the UAE have taken a proactive approach to the Yemen crisis that 

has in considerable ways helped them align their security interests with one 

another, while at once offering cause for speculation among regional experts 

about whether there are diverging objectives on the battlefield.  

           In the light of these internal and external dynamics of the GCC, after 

analyzing the historical circumstances around the birth of the GCC in its present 

form and how 2011 has affected how these dynamics shape the relations 

between Gulf states and their individual foreign policy approaches, I will present 

the Bahraini state’s perspective on the various domestic level variables that 

constitute a national security priority for policymakers and their perspective on 

which security options can best balance regional and international level variable 

in a favorable way for the small state. 
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CHAPTER ONE: THE ARABIAN GULF IN SECURITY STUDIES 

           Existing literature on the GCC regional security, as this chapter will 

discuss, has either suggested emulating successful security models such as the 

ASEAN or NATO, while other literature simply focused on modifying the GCC 

as a standing security organization to better equip it to face external and 

internal threats. Many of these writings more or less criticized the expulsion of 

Iran and Iraq from the other six GCC states’ security plans, arguing that such an 

arrangement would ultimately increase the volatility and insecurity of the region 

instead of strengthen it. However, more needs to be done to address the 

reasons behind excluding those two states from the security arrangements of 

the GCC. Furthermore, addressing the roots of the GCC security problems on 

domestic, regional and systemic levels while accounting for the Gulf states’ 

shared history, perceptions, religions, and ideologies has not been substantially 

accomplished in western academia. Nor was the impact of systemic variables 

such as the polarity of the system and other international constraints. In order to 

fill this gap in literature, I argue that a holistic approach to the question of GCC 

security taking into consideration compatible and competing motives and 

visions of individual state actors would provide a more comprehensive picture of 

the region’s dynamics.   

           Following the events of 2011, a lot has happened in the region and the 

dynamics western observers had assumed to be constants have proved 

otherwise. The rapidly changing security landscape of the Gulf has created new 

challenges which require new solutions that a lot of the existing literature did not 

address. I will try throughout this paper to identify these challenges and their 

ramifications because although the work that has been done on the region is 

essential in understanding the general security apparatus, I argue that it suffers 

from three key limitations. First of all, many of these writings are too general 

and cover security studies as a western-centric discipline and therefore ignore 

the security of the Arabian Gulf region or deal with it on a shallow generic level. 

Secondly, it often addresses specific emerging issues and suggest modernizing 

or updating the existing security apparatus without considering how the legacy 

system as it stands could adapt or address these issues. Finally and perhaps 

most importantly, the Gulf perspective is very rarely represented in the field of 

security studies even in the sub-field of Gulf security as this discipline continues 

to be dominated by western scholars, further emphasizing the need for a Gulf-
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centric approach to the region’s security that takes into consideration the 

perspectives of policymakers themselves. 

           Many writings addressed the subject of International Security Studies 

after World War II when it developed as an important subfield of International 

Relations and it was later considered an independent field of study. In 1962 

Arnold Wolfers wrote a book containing a valuable collection of his 16 essays 

arguing that states have different classification of what is considered a “core 

value” or “marginal value” which determine the threat perceptions and prioritize 

the allocation of resources accordingly.45 He used this in the context of the most 

used security concepts at the time including alliance-building and its different 

formations, arms race, neutrality and non-use of force. Richard Ullman on the 

other hand argued that the concept of security is not only military-specific but 

also needs to be measured against other important values, especially basic 

human values such as resource scarcity.46 In a similar vein, David Baldwin 

argues that we need to first identify the subject that has to be secured before 

identifying what it has to be secured from. In other words, what needs to be 

secured and from whom. Such identification, he argues, helps specify the cost 

that a state must be willing to pay to counter these threats.47  

           In 1991, Ken Booth coined the term “interregnum” to replace the widely 

used term “Post-Cold War” based on his argument that inter-state conflicts are 

declining in comparison to the ongoing intra-state conflicts. Shifting the focus 

from power and order to the different types of constraints on humans that they 

need to be “emancipated” from such as poverty, lack of education and political 

tyranny. 48  Amitav Acharya highlighted a significant problem in the field of 

security studies which is its “eurocentric” approach. This perspective highlights 

how the concerns and problems of the Third World are being overlooked at 

best. Acharya also emphasized that most conflicts derive from domestic or 

regional circumstances rather than the international system as traditionally 

assumed by the realist school. 49  While others including Jessica Tuchman 
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Matthews50 and Roland Paris51 tried to shift the focus of security studies to 

environmental issues and other societal and human security concerns far from 

the typical military issues, alliance system or balance of power. However, 

Stephen Walt argues against such approach because widely diverging the 

focus of security studies into non-military security concerns could hinder the 

efforts to deal with inter-state conflicts that should always remain as the main 

focus of the security studies field.52 Some scholars have attempted to build on 

particular security concepts and attempted to contextualize them to address the 

Arabian Gulf security concerns using one theory or concept as the backdrop of 

their framework, which this proceeding section will discuss in further detail.  

           From a broader security perspective, familiarity with the works of Barry 

Buzan and Ole Waever’s work on security studies is essential to understanding 

how different and seemingly independent variables can affect one another and 

shape the security order as it stands today. In their book Regions and Powers: 

The Structure of International Security, they emphasized the significant shift in 

the Post-Cold War security order and the current security dynamics. To Buzan 

and Waever, the influence of regional variables surpasses that of international 

systemic variables because the bipolar system that allowed the two rival super 

powers to compete in almost every region is now over. Instead, the unipolar 

system that emerged following the defeat of the Soviet Union provided greater 

space for respective regional powers to navigate the boundaries of their 

respective regions and assert themselves as hegemons, thereby influencing 

regional events somewhat autonomously from international variables and 

superpowers.53  

           Barry Buzan and Ole Waever’s holistic views of the security structure 

provided the security studies field with a better way of how to understand, 

analyze, and deal with security issues. They understood that it is essential to 

look at all three levels (systemic, regional and domestic) of analysis that 

interplay and shape the security order and policies. Their Regional Security 

Complex Theory divides the world into security complexes and sub-complexes 
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which helps deal with the complexity of the multi-level dynamics of security. The 

theory uses a multitude of dimensions ranging from territorial dimensions and 

distributions of power on the materialist side while on the constructivist side it 

emphasizes on the political processes affecting security dynamics, which were 

introduced in their earlier works on securitization theory.54 

           Building on this blend of independent and interplaying variables, Buzan 

and Waever use three main theories (Neorealist, Globalist and Regionalist) to 

analyze the Post-Cold War security system.55 This further states the important 

elements that each theory brings and how a revised approach that borrows 

certain elements from all three theories can overcome the rigidness and 

shortfalls of each. The neorealist school that emerged after the Cold War 

focuses on the centrality of the state and the polarity of the international system. 

Broadly speaking, the neorealist school views the international system to be 

composed of self-interested rational actors each aiming to maximize their own 

security. This meant that the options that neorealist theorists have when 

addressing certain security issues are limited to the three types of unipolar, 

bipolar or multipolar systems and how each influence the state’s security 

strategies, neglecting the other influential variables such as domestic or 

regional variables.  

           The second theoretical school that Buzan and Waever used in their 

revised model is the Globalist school which focuses on interconnecting 

variables in the contemporary world such as free markets and non-state actors 

and how they operate. While some globalist theorists include the state in their 

structure, there are others that completely exclude it or consider the state as an 

insignificant actor. In their theory, they adopted the more moderate globalist 

perspective that includes the state and leaves out the more radical Marxian or 

Liberal globalist perspectives.56 Buzan and Waever agree with the view that 

globalization adds a new dimension to the security dynamics, making it more 

unpredictable and difficult to control as it has limited the state’s sovereignty and 

control over internal security issues.57 Furthermore, globalist theorists generally 

recognize and integrate the important interconnected roles played by two 

different actors; non-state actors or independent actors, as well as official or 
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semi official actors of the state including the regime, the government, political 

institutions or corporations. Together, they operate in an interrelated network of 

relations which benefits both sides due to the massive social and technological 

advancements. This interrelated network also diminishes the role of the state as 

it loses its control over communication networks or the way they operate and 

the outcomes of their actions.58  

           An area of similarity between neorealist and globalist theories is found in 

the way they both view the events that followed the end of the Cold War and the 

shift from a bipolar system into a unipolar one. Both schools acknowledged the 

change in the balance of military rivalry between the West and USSR which 

transformed into a definitive American global hegemony. As the US was no 

longer racing another giant to secure allies and expand its sphere of influence, it 

has turned its attention towards establishing a cultural hegemony around the 

globe, promoting its vision and values by either diplomacy or force in the Third 

World. Gradually, the Third World found itself subjected to American pressure to 

address issues such as human rights, democracy, counter-terrorism, free 

market economics somewhat immediately.59 As the US established itself as a 

cultural hegemony, Third World countries experienced gradual erosion of the 

sovereignty that the Westphalian system had promoted. Such erosion of 

sovereignty, real or imagined, heightened the perception of the security threats 

in that part of the world, and increased their suspicion of globalization seen by 

them as another channel that transfers systemic variables and converting them 

into regional and/or domestic security threats. 

           The third theoretical school they explored in their revised model is the 

regionalist theory, which they consider their “chosen approach”60 due to the fact 

that the regionalist approach, although mainly focuses on domestic and regional 

level analysis, by default encompasses components of neorealism and 

globalism. It shares the territorial importance of the neorealist approach but it 

differs from neorealism in the degree of focus on regional level as opposed to 

the anarchic international system. It is worth noting that there is also an added 

dimension of constructivism approach to their theory.61  While securitization 

theory agrees with the regionalist idea that “most threats travel more easily over 
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short distance than over long ones,”62 globalism differs from regionalism in that 

it focuses more and includes further systemic variables such as non-state 

actors which influence on the systemic level and impact interregional variables.  

           After identifying the different schools’ perspective of security in the age of 

globalization, Buzan and Waever make the case to emphasize the social, 

economic, political and even environmental elements of contemporary security 

paradigms that influence and prioritize certain issues over others. While 

traditional securitization issues usually involve military areas of security, the 

contemporary securitization also places importance on non-military issues of 

security.63  

           However, a problem of categorization is present in Buzan and Waever’s 

work in relation to their identification of specific regional complexes. Buzan and 

Waver categorize the wider Middle East as a single region operating in the 

broader Regional Security Complex category: “we see a pattern of security 

interdependence that covers a region stretching from Morocco to Iran, including 

all of the Arab states plus Israel and Iran,”64 they assert. Overall, they are not 

wrong to consider the Arab and Muslim identities, shared history and values, 

experience with colonialism in addition to the conflict with Israel as common 

factors that link these states together.65 However, upon closer inspection, one 

can easily identify the many more significant and influencing factors that 

interplay and shapes them into different regions. For that purpose, I argue not 

only that the Gulf region should be considered a regional security complex on 

its own in order to avoid overgeneralization and overrating certain variables 

which may carry different weights in the Gulf region than in the Levant region, 

but also to consider the GCC as a gradually less relevant entity that 

necessitates state-by-state assessments of the security strategies of its 

members. For example, the degree of influence that the Palestinian – Israeli 

conflict has over Jordan, Syria or Lebanon is much more felt than in the Arabian 

Gulf states. This is not to deny the influence of the conflict on Gulf policies and 

society but to stress that it carries less significance than in states in the 

immediate vicinity of the conflict. The same can be said of the Meghreb region 

or subcomplex as they called it. The conflict on the Persian and Arabian side of 
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the Gulf is strongly felt in its vicinity, whereas in the Meghreb it is difficult to 

make the case that Iran represents a top priority to foreign policymakers despite 

its widespread interference in the Arab world. 

           This brings us to another dynamic that wasn’t covered in their revised 

model, and that is the timing effect. Their multifaceted security analysis is 

certainly important but in order to accurately gauge the real effect of a particular 

security model in a certain region or a specific security policy, one must 

consider the important timing factor. It can change the weight of a specific event 

from a marginal one into a major event that must be securitized. The writers 

acknowledge that the weight and influence of the second Gulf war on the Gulf 

region “subcomplex” was greater than the impact of a major global level event 

such as the fall of the USSR “because it changed both the nature of global level 

intervention and the local distribution of power, the defeat of Iraq in 1991 was 

probably more important than the demise of the Soviet Union in shaping 

subsequent developments in the Gulf.”66 Therefore, it is clear that the effect of 

regional events is greater and directly felt on the region’s states than major 

systemic events. However, the timing of both events –the demise of the Soviet 

Union and the second Gulf war- happened almost around the same time, which 

means that the effect of a systemic shift may take longer to materialize in 

certain regions whereas a regional event may immediately become a top 

security consideration. This demonstrates that timing is crucial to gauge the 

extent to which an event affects a region and the weight of its various effects.  

           Furthermore, the extent to which an event can influence and change the 

dynamics of a region depends on its relevance to the prevailing discourse in 

that region. For example, the ideological conflict on the systemic level during 

the Cold War between the Western bloc and the USSR as articulated along the 

lines of capitalist and communist economic and social orders. The debate 

around economic and social organization was not a widespread conversation in 

the newly formed states that had developed close ties with Britain at the time. 

Instead the debate was around the cultural identity of the region that was 

articulated through Pan-Islamism in Iran and Saudi Arabia and Pan-Arabism in 

Iraq, Syria and Egypt. As a result, the core discourse of the Cold War did not 

have a large impact on the Arab Gulf states in comparison to the regional Pan-
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Islamic and Pan-Arabist discourses.67  This is mainly due to the fact that the 

nature of domestic and regional issues in the six Arab Gulf states forming the 

GCC are deeply rooted in the social and historical formation. Places like Yemen 

and Iran on the other hand for example were deeply affected by the Cold War 

discourse as evident by the formation of leftist communist groups that gained 

remarkable influence. Essentially therefore, a regional lens through which we 

can view the Gulf states can overcome that problem of overgeneralizing the 

impact of global events that impacted the Middle East unevenly and made the 

GCC states more resilient to these systemic transnational ideological threats 

but more exposed to regional transnational ideological threats.  

           The writers noted in their book that the Arab Gulf states well-managed 

their domestic politics and dealt successfully with most domestic threats but at 

the same time relied on their alliances with superpowers, chiefly the US, to help 

them deal with external threats including regional threats. This may explain the 

strength of the GCC states and their success in dealing with domestic threats 

because of their social structure, along with a wide array of strategies including 

tribalism, state expenditure and fostering of a viable nationalism all of which 

needs to be studied more carefully. Yet due to their reliance on American 

support in dealing with external threat, their security apparatus is not yet at the 

level of maturity necessary for them to handle these threats at their own terms 

and become reliant on their own military capabilities.68  

           Another issue that arises when approaching regional security through the 

three levels of security analysis is the territorial view of Middle Eastern states 

which ignores the social structure, shared history and common values. Looking 

at security from the territorial angle mustn’t result in treating all other variables 

as constant and unchangeable. The change of regimes brought different 

policies and strategies at different times in the same states. While the Arabian 

Gulf states focused on enhancing the Westphalian system principals based on 

the nation-state structure, there were other Arab states that under certain 

regimes adopted more expansionist policies either under the Pan-Arabism 

(Jamal Abdul Nasser in Egypt or the two Ba’ath parties in Iraq and Syria) or 

Pan-Islamist (Iran after the Islamic revolution). Egypt for example, under Jamal 

Abdul Nasser’s rule lasting from 1956-1970 adopted a Pan-Arabist expansionist 
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policies and went into war with Israel and in Yemen and supported revolutions 

in Iraq and elsewhere but under his successor, Anwar Al Sadat (ruled from 

1970-1981), Egypt adopted completely opposing strategies and foreign policies 

that led Egypt to sign the Camp David accords of peace with Israel and resulted 

in an outrage in the Arab world forcing the other Arab states to boycott Egypt. 

Egypt under Houssni Mubarak managed to find a balance between both 

extreme ends and resulted in a much better relationship with the Arab states 

and continued with the peace agreement with Israel. The same can be said 

about Iraq, whether the Hashemite monarchy, the Ba’ath party rule under 

Abdulkarim Qassim and Saddam Hussein. Therefore, it is reductionist at best to 

analyze or predict the security strategies and foreign policies of the Gulf region 

or even the wider Middle East only from a territorial perspective.   

           Another key author whose work this paper will draw upon is Mohammed 

Ayoob due to his significant contribution to the field of regional security studies, 

which brought attention to Third World regions and their security predicament. 

Ayoob brought an important dimension to the security studies field by 

differentiating between the security dynamics of Third World states and their 

unique components versus the security dynamics and components of 

developed industrial states. His writing comes from the belief that the Third 

World states are mostly in the early stages of the state-building process and 

they suffer from the consequences of their late arrival into the international 

system. This requires positioning the element of security at the heart of any 

analysis of the Third World states including the Arabian Gulf politics to better 

understand the domestic, regional and international policies and behavior of its 

states. “Security, […] should be considered the major variable determining Third 

World state behavior both domestically and externally,”69 Ayoob explains. 

           In his book The Third World Security Predicament, Mohammed Ayoob, 

explains in detail his theory that adds an important and indispensable dimension 

to the security studies field in general and more specifically to this study. In his 

view, security of the Third World operates in a multidimensional manner and 

should be analyzed accordingly without overlooking unit-level variables or 

overestimating the systemic level variables as most Post-Cold War security 
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theories do.70 This is aligned with my approach to initially try and understand the 

interplaying dynamics of the Arabian Gulf security and identifying the degree of 

influence each level has over shaping the region’s security and foreign policies. 

While keeping in mind Ayoob’s differentiation between the third world security 

dynamics and those of the industrial states, the paper then moves on to suggest 

ways on how to deal with the Gulf’s specific challenges and threats. 

           In his work, Ayoob uses a definition of regions that explains why regional 

events usually have greater impact on security policies and influence on states 

than systemic level ones. He argues that “geographic propinquity and intensity 

of interaction from the core variables […] define a region.”71 Therefore, the 

intensity of interactions between states and non-state actors amongst 

neighboring states explains the weight and importance it brings but also defines 

the outcomes either positively through alliance formation, cooperation, 

integration or negatively through competition, confrontation, and conflict.  

           Ayoob argues that similarities between Third World states in each 

specific region could be one of the main reasons for conflict formation rather 

than cooperative formation and it is because of these very similarities that 

conflict arises. The impact of shared culture and history on the conflict in the 

Indian subcontinent, disputes in the Arab world and in the Balkans are some 

examples he provides to support his conclusion. More so, the similarities of their 

economic position further proves this point as most Third World states lack the 

technological advancements that could enable them to be in a better 

cooperative position with other Third World states, thereby prompting them to 

compete against each other instead of complementing one another.72 However, 

there is a feel of generalization in this part because the case in the Arabian Gulf 

is somewhat different. The territorial size of Saudi Arabia and its economic 

position as one of the G20 members clearly makes it a regional hegemonic 

power that can cooperate and even lead regional alliances, such as the case 

with the coalition they lead in Yemen, the Islamic Military Counter Terrorism 

Coalition, and its status within the GCC and amongst the Arab and Islamic 

states. This does not mean that other third world (Arab or regional) states are 

comfortable accepting this fact, as instead it is evident that they feel threatened 
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by it. Essentially, although he is right to point out that similarities in some 

instances trigger competition, in others it is intimidation felt by neighbors like 

Qatar towards a regional power like Saudi that triggers animosity. This is 

consistent with the classical realist dilemma which suggests that when a state 

tries to secure itself by strengthening its military capabilities it inevitably triggers 

an arm race from other states which feel threatened by this move.  

           Analyzing the interplaying relation between the systemic level variables 

of the Third World states –including those of the Middle East- and the regional 

and domestic levels, requires differentiating between the security predicament 

of not only each region but also the type of states in each region. This is 

because whether they are industrial states or Third World states gives a very 

important dimension because of the nature of these two different types of states 

and therefore the different types of security concerns and capabilities they have.  

           Ayoob acknowledges that the Gulf is a region on its own although 

strategically, historically and geographically linked with the wider Middle East. 

However this further complicates the situation as the formation of an 

organization such as the GCC created an institutionalized division between the 

Arab Monarchies of the Gulf littoral states and Iran on the other side of the Gulf. 

However, Ayoob explains that the new situation was enforced by a revolutionary 

Iran that had forced the ruling elites to form a “defensive community”.73 This 

further proves that transnational threats – an Islamic revolution in this case - 

that neighboring states fear and could easily travel and spread in the region 

creating new domestic security challenges and regional threats that need to be 

dealt with. In other words, the Gulf monarchies chose to deal with the 

transnational threats they face through an institutionalized defensive method by 

building a platform that serves as a defensive community but also increases the 

economic integration and other forms of cooperation to help them strengthen 

their alliance, fast-track their development, and improve their international 

status.  

           The idea was to counterbalance the other two regional powers (Iraq and 

Iran) while maintaining the domestic security of other similar monarchic states, 

thereby reducing the level of disruption as much as possible in a passive non-

confrontational manner while focusing on their domestic and economic 

                                                        
73	Ayoob,	Mohammed.	(1995)	The	Third	World	Security	Predicament:	State	Making,	Regional	Conflict,	and	the	
International	System.	Lynne	Rienner	Publishers.	Pages	61-65.	



33 
 

development. In order to do this passively they needed the support of a super 

power state, namely the US, to help them share the burden of balancing against 

any threat while turning the regional distribution of power in their favour74, which 

was in line with the American grand strategy at the time to fill the vacuum left by 

the British withdrawal from the region.  By doing so, they increased the level of 

external interference in the Arabian Gulf region and the degree of interaction 

between systemic and unit level variables. In this case a superpower has a 

strategy to extend its hegemonic status in a strategically important region while 

at the same time there the very same regional states are willing to form 

strategic security alliances with the superpower as part of their defensive 

strategy. This form of interaction between systemic and regional levels offers 

proof that the two do not necessarily operate in disconnected worlds. As Ayoob 

puts it “this reference to the great powers is a good way to remind us that 

regions do not function in a global vacuum and that the international dimension 

of security, fashioned largely by the political and security relationships of the 

great powers, impinges upon state and regional security issues—often rather 

dramatically.”75  

           Another significant part of Ayoob’s theory is his perception of the 

historical build-up of the international system and the effect caused by the late 

introduction of Third World states into that system. The established members as 

Ayoob calls them created a system that commensurate with their interests and 

conditions at that time, but were outnumbered by the Third World states that 

joined the international system. Nonetheless, this occurred without changing the 

balance of power or influence that was disproportionate to their presence in 

terms of territorial size or population compared to the established member 

states.76  Therefore, the structure of the international system was based on few 

strong states that established a system that works for them and matches their 

state of political development at the expense of a larger number of weak states 

that do not enjoy a similar weight or impact given their early stage of state-

building process and the legacy of colonialism. 

           The Gulf region is no exception to that. Although Ayoob understands the 

importance of their oil-based economy, he still perceives their interaction with 
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the systemic level as wealthy oil exporters who are dependent on the developed 

industrial states to import their oil. These imports further advance the 

superpowers’ economic and technological advancement while simultaneously 

increasing the Gulf’s dependency on them for end products and military 

protection against external threats, because from the standpoint of Gulf states, 

security is their main concern therefore such arrangement is not totally sterile.77  

           This cooperative relationship between the Arab Gulf states and the West 

is important. However, it is not free of complications and discontent. While the 

intelligence sharing, military, security, economic, diplomatic and many other 

areas of cooperation are high and are considered strategically important, the 

values of the industrial “free world” states at this stage are not very compatible 

with the Gulf states, which complicates the dependency relationship. Examples 

of such complications became evidenced following the fallout between Qatar 

and the rest of the Gulf, which President Donald Trump had welcomed as it 

acknowledged the role of Qatar in supporting transnational terrorism even 

though key members of his administration opposed his initial move. That said 

the US continues to form the first line of defense for the Qatari government 

through its military presence in the country. Therefore, only looking at the 

current state of the international system and the position of each region and 

state within that system is not enough to explain the complicated dependability 

and discontent of this relationship. 

           Consequently, Ayoob suggests comparing the current condition of the 

Third World states including Gulf states with the history of state-building that 

Europe had undergone from the 1500s until World War I78, when European 

independent political entities shrank from around 500 to only 25 in 1900.79 The 

pressure that exists today on the Third World states to adopt the same 

standards and political systems currently adopted by the West did not exist 

when they started the state-building process a few hundred years ago including 

the common human rights standards embraced today. This shows the great 

importance of accumulating the unique experience, knowledge and situation 

each state must go through to properly establish its system, institutions and 

consolidate the power and gain its legitimacy without burning the necessary 
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stages of this process, in order to mature the experience of the state and the 

people. The state-building process requires consolidating the power exclusively 

in the hands of the state, without any domestic actors challenging its legitimacy 

of the use of power, as Hezbollah does with the Lebanese state for example. 

According to the definition of state-building that Ayoob borrowed from Keith 

Jaggers “state-building can be usefully defined as a state’s ability to accumulate 

power. State building is the process by which the state not only grows in 

economic productivity and government coercion but, also, in political and 

institutional power. More precisely, in the power of state elites to overcome 

environmental, social, and political forces which stand in the way of their policy 

objectives.”80  

           This is not the case for Third World states according to Ayoob and they 

don’t have the luxury of doing it on the same pace the Europeans had. They are 

in the middle of the road of state building, amidst the process of adopting basic 

human rights, while at the same time exercising their power amalgamation, no 

matter how contradicting at times, both must be done immediately to avoid 

further complicating the relation with the international system and its established 

superpowers.81 Either by industrial states putting pressure on Third World states 

to implement human rights reforms or to force them to democratize their political 

systems, “as a result of these contradictory pressures, most Third World states 

can neither abdicate their responsibility for, nor fulfill their mission of, state 

building…this condition is accentuated by the workings of the global balance of 

power, which has done little to ameliorate the insecurity of Third World states 

and regions.”82  

           Adding to these challenges facing the Third World states, including in the 

Gulf region, Ayoob brings up two problems. The first problem is the dilemma of 

allocating massive resources to military building capabilities as a matter of 

national security priority instead of other tangible areas due to their late start in 

the institutional building process. The second problem Ayoob outlines is 

underdeveloped civil societies and the states political institutions that in matured 

democracies contribute massively to the ongoing state-making progress.83 In 
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the Gulf, sparing Bahrain did have a young parliament from 1973 to 1975 that 

was quickly dissolved, civil society and political institutions are either at an early 

stage and very weak or don’t exist yet in comparison to developed western civil 

society and institutions, which means that time is needed along with supporting 

initiatives to allow these institutions to actively contribute to the positive state-

building process instead of disrupting it as witnessed during the so called ‘Arab 

Spring’ events. Such disruption prevents the state from engaging in an effective 

building process, while assuming the feasibility of a one-stage civil society 

building. 

           Regional and domestic level factors generally generate greater concern 

among regional states and place greater weight that contribute in shaping the 

state’s security and foreign policies. This is especially true considering that 

American strategic thinking for a wide array of political and economic objectives 

has solidified its foothold in much of the Middle East and elsewhere either 

directly or indirectly. The US for example committed large number of its military 

personnel in the region during and after the Gulf war. However, some types of 

interaction between Third World states and the western powers such as the US 

can change the impact the systemic interaction can cause to Third World states’ 

security policies. Especially through American strategic plans of spreading 

democracy across the Middle East and promoting larger human rights reforms, 

using preexisting or newly formed institutions and capabilities to advance these 

goals “such as the United States Agency for International Development 

(USAID), the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor (DRL), the 

National Endowment for Democracy (NED), the National Democratic Institute 

(NDI), and the International Republican Institute (IRI), along with a global 

network of democracy promotion leaders, NGOs and activists.”84,	 which was 

largely expanded throughout G.W. Bush’s administration and widely used 

during Obama’s administration in what was called “the long game’ and 

described in President Obama’s 2015 National Security Strategy.85 In some 

Third World states, such policies are considered a direct security threat to 
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sovereignty and instigate instability to their security and legitimacy, which harms 

the state-building process and causes costly setbacks.86  

           Ayoob’s contribution to the security studies field is indispensable and 

offers much needed understanding of the different security dynamics of the Gulf 

region. However, his suggested workable solutions to the security problems of 

Third World States including the Arabian Gulf, failed to address the roots of the 

problem or analyze them properly and therefore failed to suggest permanent 

solutions to eradicate them and construct a security model that can constantly 

work not only on the short term but to transform the turbulent region into a 

stable one.  

           Ayoob suggested that regional organizations that act as “conflict 

managers” such as ASEAN or the GCC must “fulfill two essential conditions, 

first, they must coincide with regional security complexes so the parties that are 

central to regional conflicts are encompassed in their membership. Second, 

they also need the political, military, and financial capacity to undertake such 

conflict management.”87 While in the case of the GCC the second condition is 

partially available in terms of financial capabilities and growing military 

capabilities, there is a growing issue of conflicted approaches between GCC 

states in terms of prioritizing regional security issues and forming alliances. The 

main issue with Ayoob’s conditions however pertains to the first one he outlines: 

how to include Iran in a regional organization that exists to mitigate against 

threats mostly coming from Iran itself without resolving the roots of these 

underlying issues. The focus on managing conflicts is also very different from 

resolving or ending them. This does not mean that Iran cannot be part of a 

regional organization that eventually helps bring peace and stability to the 

Arabian Gulf region. However, this can only be done when the threats and 

problems Iran poses are properly addressed and removed from their roots 

before including Iran or any other regional state in such organization. 

Otherwise, only relaying on managing conflicts will be an ongoing cumbersome 

and costly process.  

           If we only consider helping the current formation of the GCC as regional 

organization, then Ayoob is right to say that we can only expect two 
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unproductive outcomes from it: “At best, they work as alliances that help 

member states, especially their regimes, to maintain their security in the face of 

internal and external challenges. At worst, they contribute to regional 

polarization by institutionalizing and solidifying political and military cleavages 

within regional security complexes.”88 

           Ayoob writes that the pursuit of liberal democracy is a luxury third world 

states cannot afford during the state-building process and can only be pursued 

after this process is finalized and the social and political bodies are in cohesion, 

and economically (industrially and technologically) advanced.89  This is true 

especially when considering the obstacles of the transnational threats caused 

by Islamic or Pan-Arabist movements spreading across the region that grew 

domestically in independent Gulf states disrupting efforts to complete the state-

building process, and strengthen national identity.  

           These interplaying variables both on the systemic and domestic levels 

must be seen from the perspective of Third World states to understand why the 

security element is considered as the main factor to foreign policy and security 

elites in the Arabian Gulf. If only seen from the perspective of industrial 

superpower states the picture would not be complete. For one, the superpowers 

have their own interests and security concerns that they pursue, and in many 

cases on the expense or security of weaker states, such as spreading 

democracy as they define it and empowering certain groups. Therefore, the 

process of state-building in the Arabian Gulf must come from within and 

managed domestically with as little interference from external factors as 

possible in order to safeguard this process until its states reach the required 

levels of stability away from chaotic disruptions that can deteriorate their status 

to failed states like Yemen and Syria. Ayoob sufficiently explains what happens 

if the Third World states pursue separate interests that conflict those of the U.S. 

in this case: 

“Attempts to assume regional hegemonic role must not conflict 
with the global interests of the lone superpower as long as the 
United States continues to enjoy that status. This fact was 
demonstrated more than adequately by the abysmal failure of Iraq 
to assert its hegemony in the Arab littoral of the Gulf in 1990-1991. 
Although it may not be possible to easily replicate the massive 
U.S. intervention in the Gulf in a similar future crisis, the Gulf War 
forcefully made the point that Washington will not tolerate the 
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emergence of regional hegemons in the Third World that have the 
potential to threaten the vital economic and strategic interests of 
the United States and its allies in the industrialized world. If the 
U.S. unipolar moment is succeeded by a concert of major 
industrialized powers that is in a position to act as the international 
security directorate over a long period, then the same restriction 
will apply to the role of potential regional hegemons toward the 
interests of the concert. Global managers, if they have the will, 
can usually bring superior capabilities to bear in a conflict of will 
with aspiring regional hegemons.”90   

 

           Another author whose work takes a stance away from simple binaries of 

West versus East in conversation or in opposition to one another is F. Gregory 

Gause, author of The International Relations of the Persian Gulf. In this well-

received book, Gause offers students of the Gulf a new interpretative framework 

of the region’s history and security landscape. He advocates for approaching 

the Gulf region as a security zone separate from its Arab neighbors as well as 

its international allies. His narrative begins with the independence of Gulf states 

from Britain, and uses three key moments in the Gulf’s modern history, namely 

the Iranian revolution, the Iran-Iraq war, and Iraq’s campaign on Kuwait to retell 

the story of the Gulf away from exhausted clichés of a troubled region that 

cannot grasp the realpolitik of international affairs. In his version of the Gulf 

story, it is not regional events and dynamics that guide policymakers, but rather 

how regional events impact domestic security first and foremost. He tells us that 

“threats to regime security in the Gulf region are particularly salient to rulers 

because of the power and importance of transnational identities in the region – 

ethnic identities in their Arab and Kurdish manifestations, Muslim identity, 

sectarian Sunni and Shi’i identities.” 91  Essentially, he argues that regional 

developments are only important to Gulf states insofar as they impact their own 

security rather than the overall balance-of-power in the region. He primarily 

draws on the Iraqi experience under Saddam Hussein to substantiate his claim 

but he implies its applicability beyond Iraq, particularly where identitarianism is 

prevalent in the body politic, as is the case in Bahrain and Kuwait for example. 

           His scholarly intervention through centering domestic security in the 

analysis of the GCC as a security region is relevant to this paper for a number 

of reasons. First, it helps approach the GCC security landscape from the 
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perspective of individual GCC states through understanding what strategies 

from the standpoint of policymakers best explain their choice of alliances, 

proximity to transnational actors, and overall interest in preserving or discarding 

the GCC as a first line of strategic defense. Secondly, his identitarian focus 

perhaps explains why states like Qatar and Oman have very little grounds for 

maintaining hostility with Iran on grounds of demographic makeup and were 

able to accumulate historical cooperative relations as in the case between 

Oman and Iran since the Shah days and Qatar’s shared gas fields with Iran. 

However, where his analysis perhaps falls short is that centrality of domestic 

security is not mutually exclusive with balancing or changing regional security 

dynamics as an important objective. Indeed, the UAE which enjoys great 

domestic stability is clearly taking a proactive approach in the regional arena to 

establish itself as one of the region’s main pillars alongside Saudi Arabia. 

Similarly, Kuwait and Qatar’s hosting of a number of international peace 

conferences in issues that lie beyond the immediate vicinity of the region 

speaks to the important and proactive roles they hope to play as key allies to 

the international community’s peace efforts as this paper will later discuss. 

 Another important, more recent work by Gause, titled “Saudi Arabia and 

Sectarianism in the Middle East International Relations” offers valuable 

contribution to this thesis. In his work, Gause challenges the dominant top-down 

analysis of sectarianism as being the product of hegemonic power of states in 

the Gulf like Saudi Arabia and Iran. He argues that it is not sectarian politics that 

make sectarian conflict and transnational ideologies salient, but rather 

“Sectarian cleavage is just one kind of domestic social division and trans-

national linkage that can facilitate the regional involvements and rivalries that 

characterize [structural] conditions.”92 The value of his work lies in his bottom-up 

approach to how structural conditions shape not only domestic level variables 

but also foreign policy strategies of regional powers as they utilize sympathies 

as a form of proxis. His argument about structural conditions facilitating 

ideological mobilization and exacerbating sectarian tensions are especially 

relevant to my work as it constitutes the backbone of the analysis presented in 

chapters 4 and 5 which attribute domestic level variables to the question of 
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national identity building through structural solutions that address material 

grievances. 

           In Lahdhat al-Khaleej fi al-Tareekh al-Arabi al-Muasir (The Gulf’s 

Moment in Contemporary Arab History) by Abdulkhaleq Abdullah, we are 

presented with a brave departure from Arab history writing that centers regional 

giants like Egypt, Turkey, Iraq and Iran, and instead summons to the center 

stage the six Arab Gulf states. In this book, Abdullah narrates the emergence of 

the Arab Gulf states as global powers through various soft power and hard 

power strategies. Soft power strategies he identifies are the sovereign wealth 

funds (SWFs) of Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and UAE in western countries as a 

means to secure political and diplomatic support of western allies. He also 

discusses the role of the private wealth of Gulf entrepreneurs as a political 

currency their states can use to negotiate better deals with investment 

destinations. Other manifestations of soft power he discusses include Saudi 

Arabia becoming part of the G20 group, the UAE hosting Expo 2020, and Qatar 

hosting the football world cup in 2022. Perhaps the most influential of these 

powers is the powerful media platforms owned by Gulf states like al-Jazeera 

and al-Arabiya, both which are a site of controversy for some Gulf states due to 

their positions regarding certain issues in the region, such as the case with 

Qatar’s misleading coverage of Bahrain’s domestic affairs through al-Jazeera93, 

which was denounced thoroughly as misleading by Bahrain’s parliament94.  

           As for hard power, Abdullah discusses the rising ranks of Gulf militaries 

in terms of strength and size, with Saudi Arabia ranking 24th worldwide and the 

UAE as the 60th in 201795, in the context of increasing interventionism in Arab 

affairs. Such instances of interventionism include Saudi involvement in Yemen, 

Qatari involvement in Syria, UAE and Qatari involvement in Libya, all of which 

are a bid to tip the balance of power in favor of these respective states. The 

rising ambitions of Gulf powers represent a departure, according to the author, 

from the policies and visions of the Gulf founding fathers, to whom ensuring 

internal stability and economic growth were a priority. Instead, the new 
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generation of forward looking leaders who developed different versions of 

Vision 2030 are increasingly reliant on a maturing local workforce and the 

expertise of international consultancies to take over the world through soft and 

hard power strategies that are unfolding before us, Abdullah concludes. 

           In many ways Abdullah sets the tone for the thesis of this paper as his 

book documents the rapid changes taking place in the Gulf arena itself and its 

relation with the international community. Through his dichotomy of hard and 

soft power strategies, Abdullah offers students of the Gulf an insight into the 

increasing uncertainty of what the ambitions of Gulf leaders could mean for the 

viability and survivability of the GCC as a security institution. Indeed, as the 

circumstances that initially made the GCC the best possible strategy for its 

member states to face a wide range of security challenges had changed and 

evolved, policymakers are approaching their state security from a different 

interpretative framework that this paper will aim to assess through 

contextualizing many of the strategies Abdullah outlines. 

           Abdullah bin Ali al-Khalifa –an academic and member of the Al Khalifa 

royal family- in his book titled al-Siyasa al-Amniya fi Duwal Majlis al-Ta’awun al-

Khaleeji: al-Tahadiyat wa Aafaq al-Mustaqbal (Security Policy in the GCC: 

Challenges and Future Horizons) offers in-depth insight into the security 

functions and challenges of the GCC. He first explores the historical 

circumstances that birthed, out of necessity, a collaborate security organization 

capable of protecting the then-fragile, newly formed Gulf states. In the second 

chapter of his book, al-Khalifa argues that the loss of power balance we witness 

today in the Gulf region had occurred due to a number of factors, most 

influential of which was Iraq prior to and after 2003. Despite Iraq being one of 

the three sides to the triangle of power balance in the Gulf area, according to al-

Khalifa, its relationship with the other Gulf states were never stable, oscillating 

between cooperation at times to confrontation at others as evidenced by the 

war with Iran and later the occupation of Kuwait.96 After 2003, the fall of the 

Ba’ath and the consequential Iranian reach into the Gulf region represented 

another source of instability to the balance of power; Iran that was once kept in 

check east of the Gulf was now venturing westwards and into the Arab 

mainland. Iran, as consequence became another destabilizing factor that the 
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GCC had to confront, alongside the politicization of sectarian identity that this 

development had imposed on the Gulf states. Alongside these challenges, al-

Khalifa also explores challenges of terrorism, nuclear arms race, and weapons 

of mass destruction. In the second half of the book, al-Khalifa outlines the 

impact of these challenges on GCC security and the prospects for cooperation 

between its states. 

           While the majority of al-Khalifa’s work forms the basis of chapter two of 

this paper that deals with the foundation of the GCC, its functions, and the 

impact of the loss of power balance prior to and after the events of 2011, the 

“future horizons” this paper envisions are quite the contrary to what al-Khalifa 

had theorized in his book.  While the opportunities for collaboration he envisions 

on the fronts of cyber security and economic markets continue to be viable 

despite the seeming disunity in future visions of Gulf leaders, grounds for 

establishing political and diplomatic unity are rather shaky. For example, 

contrary to his view that media can be used as a political tool to foster a united 

front, it is evident that Gulf policymakers do not share this optimistic view with 

al-Jazeera and al-Arabiya essentially functioning with opposite agendas. 

Therefore, where possible, this paper will draw on some important areas for 

collaboration al-Khalifa outlines, and critique others which have proven to be 

difficult to achieve.  

           Another valuable work of literature on GCC security challenges amid the 

current climate is Gulf Military Forces in an Era of Asymmetric Wars, Volume 1 

by Anthony Cordesman and Khalid R. al-Radhan. Unlike many scholars of GCC 

security, the authors approach the GCC not as a single monolithic unit, but 

rather as the individual unique units that form it. In the first chapter the authors 

offer an overview of the security landscape of the region and contemporary 

challenges facing it, including the Iranian and Iraqi questions, the Yemen 

question, and the ever changing nature of modern warfare. In the remainder of 

the book, the authors dedicate a chapter for each GCC state, describing and 

assessing every aspect of the security apparatus, from the intelligence 

organizations, to the navy, military air forces, and conventional military 

apparatus. This breakdown of military capabilities of each GCC state is the key 

scholarly intervention of this work. It also does a good job summarizing the 

strategic challenges facing individual GCC states. For example, in their 

discussion of Bahrain, they acknowledge the sectarian dimension of the social 
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fabric and the role it plays in political unrest, and the more immediate threat of 

Iran compared to other states. More importantly, the book’s assessment of the 

security apparatus makes the valid point that for Bahrain’s size, the military is 

well capable to handle these internal sources of instability as well as moderate 

threats from neighbors, however it is ill equipped to deal with challenges that lie 

outside its borders, and for that reason strategic alliances with neighboring 

countries are critical for its security. “it [the military] has moderate levels of 

combat readiness and training and is largely suited to service as a local 

deterrent against neighbors such as Iran and Qatar, with whom Bahrain has 

had poor relations in the past. The army has very limited ability to deploy 

outside Bahrain.”97 they state. 

           While a lot of the book’s assessment of military capabilities and strategic 

challenges hold true today, considering its year of publication in 2007 which is 

prior to the events of 2011, the book does not address the rapid pace and scale 

of militarization and pursuit of international alliances by all GCC states that 

followed. The changing balance of power following 2011 is most notable with 

the UAE and Qatar who have established a name for themselves as regional 

powers and growing threats to the traditional Saudi-Iran bipolar hegemonic 

order.  As a result, less wealthy countries like Bahrain and Oman could no 

longer rely on the traditional security arrangement of the GCC and felt a 

growing pressure to strategically reposition themselves. Oman may have been 

relatively different in doing so by alienating itself from GCC-specific security 

challenges that do not particularly pertain to it like Iran and Qatar and seeking to 

maintain a neutral stance with surrounding states. Bahrain’s strategy however 

has been more bold and perhaps more mindful of said pressure. Building on the 

author’s assessment of Bahrain’s vulnerability, this paper will therefore focus on 

assessing viable strategies for Bahrain for dealing with the new security 

landscape of the GCC.  

           Mohammed al-Rumaihi in Edhterab Qurb Aabaar al-Naft (Disruption by 

the Oil Wells) connects four important dimensions that shape the sociopolitical 

landscape of the Gulf region. These dimensions are the “Northern Arab 

neighbors” (Palestine, Lebanon, Iraq, and Egypt), the United States, Gulf 

governments, and Iran. While centering these players at the heart of the 
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discussion on GCC security may not exactly be innovative, al-Rumaihi’s focus 

on how Gulf societies interact with and are impacted by these four dimensions 

is the intervention he offers us. He studies the intersection of religion, state, and 

politics, the ideological battle between Islamists and liberal thinkers in the Gulf, 

the battle for women’s liberation and the manufacturing of war through identity 

politics. These state-society relations are not isolated from the broader 

sociopolitical landscape and the four dimensions that shape it, but just how they 

connect is what al-Rumaihi offers in this bleak yet eye-opening book. For 

example, in his analysis of terrorism as a key security challenge facing the Gulf, 

al-Rumaihi invites us to accept a new reading of the causes that does not free 

Gulf states of any responsibility and instead blames American policy in the 

Middle East or Iranian interference. These two are undoubtedly real causes that 

cannot be discounted, however Gulf state policies and its relation with society 

also allowed terrorism to flourish. 98  For example, prior to Mohammed bin 

Salman’s reformist project, radical Saudi preachers held a lot of political power, 

and an influence that dominated the Saudi public discourse. Some even 

outrightly called for Jihad in Syria and Iraq and held public fundraising 

campaigns to support opposition forces in these countries with little 

governmental oversight. As ISIS grew in influence and Saudi Arabia and its Gulf 

neighbors began to realize the threat such unchecked influence to the religious 

establishment had caused, new security strategies to deal with domestic 

matters have emerged, as will be discussed in later chapters. 

           The interplay between domestic policies, social dynamics, and regional 

security dynamics that al-Rumaihi illustrates is important to this paper because 

just as the ambitions of Gulf leaders made the political circumstances that 

shaped GCC agenda in the period leading up the events of 2011 to varying 

degrees less relevant today, the rapid social changes that were caused by or 

had produced new political realities have a similar impact. The liberalization of 

Saudi society through state policy as well as exposure to mass media is an 

example of a remarkable social change, and the possible rise of leftist ideology 

among Gulf youth is another. This latter case, which is more visible today in 

digital networks where predominantly English-speaking, western educated Gulf 

youth and rising academics act as powerful rhetors and influencers has yet to 

materialize as an organized movement. However, there is an increasing 
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interconnectedness between western discourses around race, gender and class 

and local discourses and Gulf-focused academic works which draw on these 

frameworks that helped popularize leftist politics on the local level as I discuss 

in chapter 3. As this paper will demonstrate, some of these new realities 

represent opportunities for cooperation and unity among Gulf policymakers, 

while others represent challenges that cannot be addressed through the 

traditional functions of the GCC security apparatus.  

           Gary Sick in his paper titled the Coming Crisis of the Persian Gulf, 

offered in 1997 a diagnosis of the Gulf ills that were produced by the unique 

access its states had to oil wealth, which in many ways was a curse disguised 

as a blessing. These ills include budgetary uncertainties due to dependence on 

international oil prices and the dominance of a saturated public sector that 

burdens the national budget instead of contributing to it. They also include –

though this varies from one Gulf state to another- the reliance on foreign labor 

whether blue collar or white collar due to lack of interest nationals show in 

working longer hours for similar or less pay than public sector, as well as lack of 

incentive for private employers to hire nationals who expect higher salaries and 

less work and effort. The prevalence of unemployment among youth is another 

dire consequence of oil wealth that follows from the high number of expatriates 

as well as the ability to afford being out of the workforce. The author also 

discusses the lack of adequate finances to keep up with the expectations of 

spoiled populations, and finally the absence of public participation in politics. 

This analysis written over 20 years ago remains relevant despite the rigorous 

effort of Gulf governments to diversify away from oil and commit to long-term 

reform programs that are yet to pay off in the short term. If the situation remains 

unchanged, Sick predicted, “it could create the conditions for a level of social 

unrest and prolonged instability that could challenge the existing order and 

tempt forces within and outside the region to intervene out of fear or simple 

greed.”99 The economic analysis Sick offers in his paper must not be discounted 

in any analysis of the Gulf security landscape because as much as 

contemporary neoliberal economic policies may mask these problems, 

underneath the façade as this paper will demonstrate in later chapters, the 

socioeconomic landscape remains virtually unchanged.  
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           Influenced by Mohammed Ayoob’s theories, Benjamin Miller wrote in his 

book “States, Nations, and the Great Powers: the Source of Regional war and 

Peace” that there is a need for a new theory that looks at the issue of war and 

peace from a regional prospective to avoid any blind spots that a systemic 

prospective may produce. Miller explains that the issue of war and peace differs 

from one region to another. Some regions are more war-prone than others. He 

provides three examples of different regions: while it is clear that the Middle 

East has been the most war-prone region in the two or three decades, South 

America also witnessed a number of regional wars and European states have 

converted their region into the most stable region after it was the center stage of 

the most devastating wars in history.100Framing regions as peaceful or war-

prone helps us focus more on the main question we need to address in this 

paper which is how to transform an insecure region into a safe and stable one 

through examining Europe as a successful case and understanding the ways in 

which some European peace mechanism would work in the Gulf context. This 

can be done through adopting some of the useful tools Miller developed to 

break up the different components that make the Middle East region unstable 

from a security perspective. 

           The convenient concept of “hot, warm, cold” that Miller introduces to his 

analysis of peace and war is based on the idea that the relationship between 

state, nation and the international system determines the level of intensity, 

arguing that if the relation between a state and the identity of its nation is 

coherent and unified across the region it will produce a warm peace while the 

opposite results in hot wars. The link between the state and the nation is 

important to predict the level of intensity in a region or a state which would 

alarm security elites about the degree of threat it causes in what Miller called 

“state-to-nation balance.” While the interaction on the international level which 

depends on the nature of the intervention of any of the superpowers in a 

specific region determines if that region would be in “cold war” or “cold peace,” 

and could limit the “hot or warm.”101 This means that if regional states or non-

state actors within are intensely engaged in pursuing their interests, it would 

lead to hot war (military forces are being used) or warm peace (possibility of 

sustaining peace is more likely than engaging in war) depending on the degree 
                                                        
100	Miller,	Benjamin.	(2007)	States,	Nations,	and	the	Great	Powers:	the	source	of	Regional	war	and	Peace.	
Cambridge	University	Press.	Pages	1-20.	
101	Ibid.	



48 
 

of cooperation or the lack of it.  He also explains that the level of interaction of 

external powers in a specific region or a state would disrupt the balance of 

power within it and therefore lead to either cold war (war is highly possible) or 

cold peace (war is possible on the long term).102 

           A more recent book titled “Conflict Resolution and Creation of A Security 

Community In the Gulf Region” by Tim Niblock along with Talmiz Ahmed and 

Degang Sun will also be considered in this paper.103 In his introduction, Tim 

Niblock states that the problem of the Gulf region is mainly a regional one and 

that external powers although previously played a major role in persuading Gulf 

states to form alliances in order to deal with threats coming from other states in 

the region, can no longer play the same role. Currently, he adds, the Gulf states 

are the ones that often now try to seek strategic alliances with external powers 

against other states in the region and mostly fail in doing so. Niblock writes that 

“the region does require a framework where all of the Gulf countries can gain a 

sense of security through cooperation,”104  suggesting that all 8 Gulf littoral 

states including Iraq and Iran must cooperate together to ensure an effective 

security framework. This further demonstrates that regionalism is an important 

component in studying suitable integration forms. The contributors of this book 

shared an optimistic assumption that finding common values and interests is 

enough to make states cooperate and prefer a cooperation framework over 

balancing against threat or other confrontational forms. Consequently, they 

suggested emulating successful security community concepts such as the 

Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) or the Association 

of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN). They did not, however, address them on 

a multi-level dynamics that considers the systemic variables and how they 

interact with the regional and domestic variables that influence the security 

policies of the Gulf region.  

           While Tim Niblock and others in this book identified some of the 

destabilizing forces of the Gulf’s security such as terrorism, challenging 

demography, territorial disputes, identity and nuclear programs, it is equally 

important to analyze the way domestic and systemic variables interplay. Niblock 

was right to point out that the 8 Gulf states must handle their region’s security in 
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a cooperative manner. However, it is equally important to address the problems 

that prevented them from cooperating successfully on security matters in the 

first place, which this paper will attempt to do through an individual assessment 

of each Gulf states motives, interests, and strategies. He discusses external 

powers with no regional historical tension in the Gulf such as China and India –

as he suggests- to help facilitate the formation of a cooperation form between 

the 8 Gulf states. This, from his perspective, will serve to show them that they 

have more to gain collectively if they successfully find a workable cooperation 

framework rather than balance against the threat from each other.  

           In another work titled “The Political Economy of Saudi Arabia,” Niblock 

alongside Monica Malik offer a comprehensive analysis of the oil rich kingdom’s 

economy while particularly focusing on the interplay of state and private 

enterprise in driving economic development from 1962 onwards. Against a 

sophisticated criteria for economic success, the authors gauge the performance 

of Saudi Arabia in order to highlight the challenges and opportunities for future 

economic planning. They interrogate the blurred nature of public and private 

economy in Saudi Arabia where the state controls or partly owns many 

enterprises in the private sector through identifying the character of social 

groups leading private growth and their relationship with the government. After 

tracing economic development in six interconnected periods and identifying the 

key achievements and limitations of each period, the authors dedicate two 

separate chapters for issues pertaining employment and private sector 

development. Of most relevance to this dissertation is the important links the 

authors establish between education and market needs. “The cushioning 

of labour in the state system, whether in terms of salary or employment 

conditions, will need to be brought to an end, thereby enabling the private 

sector to attract Saudi labour at appropriate rates of pay,” they argue.105 They 

also shed important led on the attitudes and perceptions of business elites 

towards policies that aim to overcome labor market shortcoming, which chapter 

5 of this dissertation hopes to address in more detail. While the focus of this 

book is Saudi Arabia, the similar market characteristics it shares with 

neighboring Bahrain makes it a valuable resource for interrogating the economy 

in the small kingdom as well.  
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           Matteo Legrenzi in his book “The GCC and the International Relations of 

the Gulf” also wrote about the Gulf security, analyzing the GCC as an 

organization from a sub-regional level. His book is important for understanding 

how the GCC operates organizationally and what are the organization’s 

weaknesses and shortfalls. Legrenzi did not share an overly optimistic view of 

the GCC but he understood the importance of its existence and what it 

managed to achieve so far.  He saw that the GCC as an organization must be 

properly equipped to deal with security concerns and that the current formation 

appears to depend on the United States, while unilaterally and independently 

committing to domestic issues.106 Legrenzi argued that the recent cooperation 

between the NATO and GCC states which he describes as “the new wave of 

‘multilateralism’ in Gulf security” 107  would not be enough to resolve the 

dependency issue of the region’s security and would not be able to replace the 

United States as the main guarantor of the GCC states and that “the idea that a 

multilateral umbrella can in some way smooth the current perception of 

dependency is misplaced.”108 Therefore, he suggests, dependency of the six 

GCC states on the United States for their defense security even after the events 

of the so-called Arab Spring further proves the importance of forming a practical 

security model for the Gulf that recognizes the Post-2011 shifts, developments, 

and challenges and properly addresses them.  

           In “Troubled Waters: Insecurity in the Persian Gulf” Mehran Kamrava 

wrote about the issues he believes made the Gulf a troubled and militarized 

region. He identifies four dynamics that –in his opinion- made the region so 

volatile. These are: the human dimension of security which was never part of 

the security policies, the dependency of the GCC states on the United States for 

their security while excluding regional states such as Iran and Iraq from the 

region’s security policies, the type of security policies adopted by domestic or 

international actors, and a set of interrelated security problems.109 In his plain 

neorealist view of the region’s dynamics, the primary cause of the region’s 

problems comes from the states’ desire to expand their relative power and seek 

regional hegemony which creates a security dilemma and mistrust between the 

state actors.  
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           Transnational challenges such as ideology that troubled the Gulf region 

and the wider Middle East for so long only appeared to be of concern in 

Kamrava’s book after the events of 2011. They were not articulated as 

contributing factors to the region’s troubles or a likely cause for excluding Iran 

from security arrangements. “Up until the 2011 Arab uprisings, most of these 

security challenges revolved around territorial, political, and military 

competitions and conflicts within and between actors from the region itself and 

from the outside,”110 he writes. He also argues that non-systemic variables such 

as identity and sectarianism only appeared after the events of 2011: “The 2011 

uprisings added a new dimension to the menu of security threats and 

challenges prevalent in the Persian Gulf region and the larger Middle East, this 

time from the consequences of the rise of identity politics. More specifically, the 

rise and spread of sectarianism introduced a new element in the societies and 

cultures of the region.”111Although a neorealist telescopic view can help identify 

a lot of the region’s security problems, using it exclusively would not be as 

helpful when trying to holistically understand the root causes of the security 

issues of the Gulf, including domestic, regional and systemic dynamics. A 

neorealist single approach would not be enough to explain why the GCC states 

find it safer for them to cooperate with external superpowers to ensure their 

region’s security, than to cooperate with regional powers. 

           However, new questions should be asked, regarding the GCC’s 

complete dependency on the United States for their external security after the 

2011 events. The Saudi-led coalition war in Yemen was launched in 2015 

without any consultation with the United States during Obama’s administration 

nor did the decision to send the peninsula shield forces to Bahrain in 2011. 

Although the relationship between the GCC states gradually improved with the 

Trump administration, it reached historic low levels during the Obama’s 

administration and the GCC states took unilateral security decisions which in 

many cases were not compatible with US policies. Therefore, it would not be 

safe anymore to blindly assume that the external security of the GCC is an 

exclusive American responsibility. This is backed by the announcement in June 

2019 by President Trump that the United States will no longer guard the Strait 

of Hormuz since his country is not benefiting from oil exports through this route 
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whereas the US rival, China, receives over 90% of its energy imports through 

the route, which means protecting the strait is not a burden for the US to 

bear.112 

 In an attempt to understand how the regional security policies for the six 

GCC states are being formed, Kristian Ulrichsen wrote a paper titled Gulf 

Security: Changing Internal and External Dynamics. His paper takes into 

account the factors that shape the perception of the ruling elites about their 

internal security threats which in turn affects their external security threats and 

vice versa. He analyzed the existing and potential trends shaping Gulf security, 

looking at current dynamics and long-term dynamics that must be addressed to 

avoid greater implications. In his paper, Ulrichsen divided the security 

challenges into two sections; ‘traditional’ and ‘new’. He identified patterns of 

interaction between the domestic variables including political, social, and 

economical factors with the systemic variables and constrains from the point of 

‘regime security’.113 

           In another paper titled The GCC States and the Shifting Balance of 

Global Power, Ulrichsen argues that the six GCC states became more visible in 

the international arena as they are increasingly playing a role in many areas 

ranging from global energy management to climate change and the engineering 

of the international financial system. He starts by discussing the different 

engagement strategies that are used by the GCC states in a changing 

international system. Ulrichsen then argues that understanding the type of 

interaction and degree of involvement of the ruling elites and policymakers of 

the GCC states on the systemic level can only be realized if their ‘motives’ and 

‘objectives’ are known. In his paper, he draws important lines of interaction 

between the newly shaped blocs and a shifting multipolar international system, 

measured from a normative ‘Western’ point and structural ‘non-Western’ 

dimension.114 His work, similarly to that of Gause, allows a new interpretation of 

how GCC states operate as individual actors, and as actors within a single 

network, which can help us understand the prospects for solidarity and 

disintegration in the GCC apparatus going forward.  
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           In his recent book titled “Qatar and the Gulf crisis”, Ulrichsen offers 

students of the Gulf valuable insight on the perspective of the Qatari state, 

policymakers, and citizens on the Gulf crisis. He relies on a wide array of 

resources including interviews, official statements, reports, and news in order to 

inform readers of the considerations and anxieties informing Qatar’s approach 

and policies towards its Gulf neighbors and the wider Middle East. In part 1 of 

his book he offers a thorough historical overview of the rift between Qatar and 

its Gulf neighbors that while acknowledges and addresses the role of the U.S. in 

shaping the dynamics of the conflict, does not overstate its role at the expense 

of inter-Gulf dynamics that have been taking shape under the surface prior to 

the outbreak of the conflict. In part 2, Ulrichsen interrogates Qatar’s strategies 

to overcome the boycott and its geopolitical anxieties in the following areas: 

politics and security, economy and trade, energy and infrastructure, regional 

and foreign affairs, as well as defense and security. Despite the sympathetic 

approach of the author to the Qatari dilemma, he offers important accounts by 

the boycott states to shed lights on their perspectives as well and he also 

covers the wide range of issues that continue to pose contradictions for the 

parties involved. The value of this book lies largely in informing quadruple 

states, including Bahrain which is the focus of this dissertation, of Qatar’s 

strategies and approaches in tackling the boycott, which can serve to inform 

counterstrategies to minimize their impact on the overall GCC security.  

           Michael Kraig attempted to answer some vital questions regarding the 

security issues of the Gulf region in a paper titled Assessing Alternative Security 

Frameworks for the Persian Gulf: Building a Stable Coalition for Conflict 

Management. He wrote about the importance of seeking new ways to establish 

a successful security framework for the Gulf region that enables the Gulf states 

to increase their economic, political, and social welfare without posing a threat 

to neighboring states. For that, Kraig suggests three different sub-regional 

security frameworks that would deliver three different solutions based on three 

competing international security schools of thought (the hegemonic school, the 

realist school, and liberal institutionalism). The ultimate goal is to enable states 

to properly allocate their resources towards improving the overall welfare of 

their citizens instead of directing it for militarized security strategies. In doing so, 

he attempts to address a central question regarding the legitimacy of the state 

and who controls the use of power.  
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           This question is especially significant due to the increasing threat of 

transnational organizations recruiting local agents who work to undermine their 

state’s foreign policies and security strategies in an effort to secure the interest 

of their patrons. Kraig links the issue of legitimacy with sustainability, in the 

sense that if the legitimacy is not challenged then the state has better chances 

in implementing long lasting security strategies and vice versa.115  This question 

of legitimacy is more pressing today than before due to the gradual alienation of 

the religious institution that was long thought to be one of the key sources of 

legitimacy for the Gulf’s ruling monarchies, and yet here is Saudi Arabia, 

Bahrain, and UAE for example pushing for reformist agenda that fundamentally 

contradicts policies of previous decades without credible challenges from 

dissenting voices in their respective states. This legitimacy which is seemingly 

attributed to the monarchs themselves can perhaps tell us something about the 

greater confidence individual states have in pursuing independence and daring 

policies domestically and abroad.  

           In the light of previous research on challenges facing the GCC, some of 

the systemic variables are better analyzed using a mix of neoclassical realist 

and neoliberalism assumptions. This is because the latter approach sheds 

important light on the current international system environment as one that is 

governed through powerful international organizations such as the United 

Nations, WTO, IMF, World Bank and G20. Accordingly, previous principles of 

the Westphalian world are challenged as the transnational institutions and 

transnational ideologies today play a greater role on the international system 

level with overreaching external involvements and influence in states’ domestic 

politics. Such an approach can help us clearly identify why the Gulf region is 

war-prone, what factors play an important role in its politics, how much weight 

do each of these factors have, and how can it be transformed into a 

permanently stable region taking into consideration strategies and alliances of 

individual member states.  

           Firstly, using a comparative analytical approach, I will outline the process 

of state formation and the emergence of a regional security system in the 

Arabian Gulf. During this stage, I will discuss the transformation of the Gulf from 

sheikhdoms to modern states, the emergence of a security system modeled 
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after British residents’ recommendation and the colonial system of governance, 

as well as the role of the East of Suez policy decision in establishing a new 

security order in the GCC following British withdrawal that had invited American 

interests in the region. After considering these factors, this paper proceeds to 

discuss the formation of the GCC in 1981 and the key security challenges it had 

faced up until the events of 2011. In chapter 3, the paper explores new 

strategies adopted by GCC member-state and measure the extent to which 

these strategies diverge from one another, resulting in a visible malfunction of 

the GCC as a multilateral security apparatus. The challenges and conflicts 

within the GCC that the new strategies of its member states currently pose or 

may pose in the future will be discussed in depth. Chapter 3 also explores new 

opportunities for cooperation that the current geopolitical climate has created, 

and the ways in which these opportunities can withstand a possible 

disintegration, whether literal or by all means but literal, of the GCC. Chapter 4 

examines in depth Bahrain’s political reform project as well as its sociopolitical 

and socioeconomic landscape in the light of factors examined in chapter 3 as 

perceived by Bahraini policymakers. Finally, chapter 5 offer’s the Bahraini 

state’s assessment of possible security strategies to address domestic, regional 

and international level variables.  

           The above will provide a holistic view of the GCC security landscape in 

the present, which contemporary literature despite all of its powerful insight and 

contribution to the field of GCC security, failed to consider as an ambitious 

apparatus. Additionally, considering that no theory can truly be fully applicable 

to a very particular context, this paper will aim to synthesize different theoretical 

approaches to GCC security that were discussed in this section of the paper, to 

adequately address how the new political reality of the Arabian Gulf is perceived 

by the Bahraini state. Therefore, this paper will consider multi-level variables 

whether they are of an international systemic nature or different unit-level 

variables while understanding how they are constrained by systemic level 

variables. These include the social grassroot effect, the threat of transnational 

ideologies, the destabilizing role of non-state groups to advance foreign policy 

objectives in an increasingly unconventional warfare arena, and economic 

reform and competition. Such assessment, in the light of an increasingly 

challenged GCC will have important implications on the security of the Gulf’s 

most vulnerable member, Bahrain.  
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CHAPTER TWO: STATE FORMATION, THE REGIONAL SECURITY ORDER, 
AND THE GCC UNTIL 2011 

2.1 Gulf security in transition  

           The political reality of the Arab Gulf states today is in part the 

consequence of the state formation process that replaced earlier forms of 

governance and security arrangements. The key historical form of governance 

in the Gulf was the tribal system, which was composed in some parts of the Gulf 

of the “Utub” tribal alliance which is part of a larger tribal confederation including 

among others Al-Subah, Al-Khalifa, Al-Jalahma & Al-Fadhel families. This tribal 

alliance succeeded in forming several prosperous political entities in Kuwait, al-

Zubara (modern day Qatar) and Bahrain 116  and had established a strong 

reputation for its peace-building capabilities, military strength, and the flexibility 

to adapt and cope with the changing circumstances that would eventually help it 

withstand different and ever-changing threats.117 

           Once the Utub had settled in Kuwait and formed successful alliances with 

local tribes and families, they were chosen by the local community as the 

legitimate rulers of Kuwait in 1756, and they continue to rule to this day. After 

Al-Khalifas had successfully established themselves as an economic and 

military power, they decided to establish their own rule in al-Zubara which they 

had been frequenting as merchants and forming strong ties with the local tribes. 

Eventually, Al-Khalifa along with other Utub families such as Al-Jalahma left 

Kuwait and formed their rule in al-Zubara in 1762 and later in Bahrain in 1783 

while maintaining their friendly relations with Al-Sabah.118 A successful political 

strategy Al-Khalifa and other tribal elites had deployed to maintain friendly 

relations and establish a powerful foothold in the region was resorting to 

marriages into influential tribes and forming alliances with them, as well as 

integrating these tribes into the power structure of the state. They also focused 
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on improving the economic conditions by adopting stimulating economic laws 

such as tax exemption policy, as well as building forts in strategic locations to 

insure the access of essential supplies. 

           The alliance of Bani Yas and Al-Qawasim on the other hand had 

successfully established the sheikhdoms of Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Ras al-

Khaymah, Sharjah, Ajman, Umm Al-Qaywayn and Fujaira from 1741 

onwards.119 Al-Yaariba on the other side of the Trucial littoral states established 

during the 1600s the Sultanate of Oman, which was formed following a tribal 

alliance system with Ahmed bin Saeed who established Al Bosaeedi rule in 

1743 through formal alliances and marriages and was chosen through the 

allegiance system (al bay’a). Much like contemporary social contracts. The 

bay’a is essentially a collective declaration of the acceptance of and loyalty 

towards an individual trusted to lead and protect their community. As for the Al-

Thani ruling tribe of Qatar, they were under Al Khalifa’s rule120 until the Ottoman 

Empire had decided to seek greater influence in Qatar. During that time 

disputes between Al-Thani and Al Khalifa had escalated which ultimately led 

Britain to impose the 1868 treaty on all Arabian Gulf states. They also placed 

Al-Thani as the rulers of Qatar, separating them from Bahrain’s rule.121 And 

finally, the early years of Al-Saud’s rule over Saudi Arabia goes back to the 

bay’a in al-Dareah between Prince Mohammed bin Saud and Sheikh 

Mohammed bin Abdulwahab in 1744 that formed what was later called the first 

Saudi state.122  

           I argue in this chapter that these tribal alliance formations and their 

emergence on the Gulf’s political scene is critical to understanding the 

contemporary security landscape and how it integrates and forms the states of 

the Arabian Gulf we know today. Though it is important to note the complexity 

involved in kinship politics that simple narration of their origins does not give 

justice. As Scott J. Weiner notes, “kinship politics in the Gulf Arab states are 

often oversimplified. States in the region are not merely ‘tribes with flags,’ nor is 

kinship in such states a relic of pre-oil politics. Kinship is important to individual 

identity, the distribution of power and resources within the state, and 
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connections beyond it”.123 Although part of the recent divisions between GCC 

member states today are due to recent conflicts in strategies and events, they 

are also deeply rooted in the history of the region and the basis of the kinship 

governance system as Weiner described it: “[a] sophisticated political system in 

the Gulf that determined access to power and resources…[recommending] 

governments inside and outside of the region factor kinship into security, 

development, and economic policies.”124 This shared history between the ruling 

families and local tribes also includes common customs and understandings, 

which in part explains how despite occasional convergences in political 

approaches, that had never prevented them from coming together to form when 

faced with a common threat. Although this alliance did not strictly develop as 

part of a modern security arrangement since the Arabian Gulf states were yet to 

materialize in the modern sense, tribal power sharing and alliance-making 

represented a loose security structure that was critical to the rise of sheikhdoms 

that make up the GCC today. With British entry into the region, which the 

following section discusses in great detail, we witness the emergence of a 

collective security system through a series of security treaties, military bases, 

and political residence. Through this thorough account of the development of 

the Gulf’s security apparatuses both in terms of individual states and collective 

security cooperation, I hope to shed light in the following discussion on the 

importance of legacy systems in informing the discussion around how the 

security strategies of Gulf states can be reconfigured in light of recent 

developments. 

2.2 Britain and the emergence of international security arrangements in the 

Arabian Gulf 

           The strategic importance of the Arabian Gulf region had brought about 

an era of British protectionism that shaped the features of modern-day political 

and security structures of the Arab Gulf states far more than did the regional 

powers around the Gulf. In this section, a discussion of Britain’s interests and 

strategies to secure its interests in the region before and after imposing its 

protection on the region’s states.  
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           First, in discussing the era of British protectionism and involvement in the 

Gulf, it is important to note that the form of British hegemony in the Arabian Gulf 

region was different from that in India or Egypt.  As described in a report on 

Kuwait, Bahrain and Qatar by the Political Department of the Government of 

India dated 25 June 1935:  

“[they] are independent States in exclusive treaty relations with 
His Majesty’s Government and virtually under British protection, 
though they are not ‘protectorates’” and the Trucial Sheikhdoms 
“are in a similar position, though we have not, generally speaking, 
entered into obligations to protect them by land.” The report goes 
on to confirm that “the general effect of [British] treaties with all 
these States and statelets…is that we control their external 
relations, and they agree not to admit foreign representatives… or 
to cede territory to foreign powers or to grant oil, and… certain 
other concessions without our consent.”125 
 

           Through this form of hegemony that Britain had established in the 

Arabian Gulf, the British had directly or otherwise founded the basis for the 

modern security infrastructure of the GCC. The key elements of said 

infrastructure that this section discusses include creating coercive bodies, 

courts, and governing systems that dealt with issues relating to domestic 

securities. They also included the adoption of a series of treaties with the Gulf 

Arab states, the development foreign policy strategies, establishing military 

presence, creating administrative systems, and introducing collective security 

system and conflict resolution processes between Gulf states which constituted 

the key features of the security apparatus that emerged at that time.  

           Addressing the question of security infrastructure and dynamics during 

the British protectionism era in this section must proceed with the following in 

mind: as the sole hegemon over young and emerging states with little agency 

over their foreign political reality, it is challenging but important to separate 

factors the British considered security challenges versus those the indigenous 

Gulf rulers considered to be so. This distinction, however, is in some cases 

different from one state to another, and only for some Gulf states. The most 

obvious example is piracy. Whereas the British considered the toll levied by 

some tribes like al-Qawasim an act of piracy considering that failure to pay 

these tolls resulted in devastating their naval base in the 1800s, for the Arabs 
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this was law of the land and how these tribes generated revenue for years.126 

Bahraini rulers, the al-Khalifa, did not feel the same way as their Emirati 

counterparts; they had, in fact, welcomed British anti-piracy efforts because it 

represented a security challenge for them as well since they also had to pay the 

tolls.127 Other sources, however, claim that initially Bahrain too was against 

British anti-piracy efforts because they hurt Bahraini interests.128 

           While British involvement in the Gulf was initially commercial, the East 

India Company’s interest grew more political overtime and actively involved in 

local affairs.129  In the Gulf, these commercial-turned-political interests were 

defined when a British naval expedition was attacked by al-Qawasim tribe 

(UAE),130 which Britain found quite threatening to their economic interests and 

requiring more direct involvement in the Arabian Gulf waters as a matter of 

security. It was also arguably triggered due to the rivalry between the British 

Empire the Ottoman Empire that had disrupted, much like the Qawasim, the 

flow of maritime trade in the Red Sea, which impeded European ships traveling 

between Mocha in Yemen and the Suez Canal in Egypt thereby forcing Britain 

to establish commercial stations and consulates across the Arabian Gulf.131 

These policies effectively blocked all world powers from gaining political, military 

or commercial grounds in the Arabian Gulf region. An early enforcement of the 

policy was when Britain forced the Sultan of Oman to sign a treaty in 1798 

granting Britain the exclusive rights to establish a military base in the Oman-

ruled Bandar Abbas, and preventing the Sultan from dealing with any foreign 

power.132 It was arguably this event that had set the cornerstone for Britain’s 

hegemony over the Gulf waters and trucial states in that era. 

           After securing its interests against the ambitions of regional and 

European interests, Britain became interested in maintaining the new status 

quo, and to achieve that it used a number of security strategies. The most 

notable influential strategy was the adoption of series of treaties that were 

imposed on the Arabian Gulf rulers which gradually gave greater role to the 
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British Political Resident in Bu Shehr and his agents in the Gulf states, providing 

them with the necessary means to have the upper hand not only in foreign 

policy matters but in many cases even domestic matters. Of these treaties, the 

General Peace Treaty (GPT) with Gulf states in 1820 was the most powerful. 

The GPT had in effect laid the grounds for security arrangements that 

eventually both Britain and the Gulf states embraced as best possible security 

outcomes. The GPT outlined defensive measures against piracy towards the 

British and towards other Gulf states, slavery, and theft. 133  With growing 

pressure in the first half of the 19th century to seek protection from Omani, 

Persian, Nejdi, Egyptian, and Ottoman ambitions to conquer Bahrain and other 

Gulf states, they saw in Britain an opportunity to secure their own interests.134 

However this treaty did not prevent war from arising between the Arabian Gulf 

states, inciting Britain in 1835 to force the Gulf rulers to accept a maritime truce 

for the period of six months in return that Britain would not intervene in conflicts 

and wars between local tribes if they occur on land. The truce was renewed 

every six months until they agreed to sign a ten-year truce agreement in 1843 

that was converted into a permanent truce which gave the name ‘the Trucial 

Coast’ to the littoral Arabian Gulf states from Oman to the east coast of Qatar.  

           At the same time, this was in line with British interests in maintaining the 

status quo and blocking any power from challenging their hegemony in the 

region. For example, in 1880 Bahrain signed with Britain a treaty that effectively 

placed Bahrain under British protection after the empire grew anxious of 

Ottoman and German interests in the island.135 In the UAE, a similar treaty 

called the 1853 Treaty of Maritime Peace in Perpetuity, that initially granted the 

Trucial States sovereignty but later included a clause in 1892 that ensured 

territorial sovereignty cannot be granted to no entity other than Britain.136 Fears 

of Russian interference also placed Kuwait under British protection in 1899 with 

similar impositions as that of its Gulf neighbors.137 With British hegemony over 

foreign affairs of Gulf states secured, Britain worked towards securing peace 

between Gulf states. It is this effort that marks the early development of a 
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collective security apparatus uniting all six Gulf states. They mediated an 

extensive treaty between Saudi Arabia and Kuwait in 1942 that dealt with issues 

of conflict, trade, and borders.138  They also mediated the conflict between 

Bahrain and Iran when the latter repeatedly claimed that Bahrain was part of 

Iran during the Qajar administration. In 1914, Iran protested Bahrain’s pledge to 

not exploit the island’s natural resources without seeking consultation and 

approval from the British Empire, and so Britain responded by stopping Iran 

from furthering these claims to sovereignty over Bahrain’s foreign affairs.139  

           Military basing was also used as a coercive mechanism to firmly 

strengthen British hegemony in the Gulf and exclude all other rival powers from 

it. Britain during the protectionist era established military and naval bases 

across the Gulf including the Basidu base that was later abandoned, a naval 

base in Basra during World War I which was later relocated to Juffair in Bahrain, 

as well as the Royal Air Force (RAF) station that was built in Muharraq island in 

Bahrain. Other bases include a military airstrip in Sharjah and a couple of others 

in Aden and the Sultanate of Oman.140 While these military bases ultimately 

served the interests of the British empire, they constituted effective protection 

mechanisms from the standpoint of Gulf states because they expressed the 

physical commitment of Britain to securing their territories from neighboring 

states and rivaling superpowers interested in the then-vulnerable Gulf states.  

           Another significant mechanism Britain used to enforce its hegemony and 

maintain the status quo is the introduction of a collective security system which 

Britain tried to push the Gulf states to adopt. Initially they proposed the idea to 

form a federal state comprising the Trucial Coast states, Bahrain and Qatar. 

This idea first surfaced around 1935 when a dialogue was established to unite 

the Gulf emirates under one federation, then it surfaced again during the 1940s 

as a suggestion from Bahrain, Qatar and Kuwait which resulted in the formation 

of an advisory council for the Gulf emirates and under the auspices of Britain in 

1952. Later in 1964, the idea of forming a federation between the Arabian Gulf 

emirates was expressed through the Arab League as a means of attracting the 

pan-Arabist movement.  
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           As for the internal dynamics of Arab Gulf security during British 

protectionism and hegemony, it is important to note that Britain chose to control 

the Gulf indirectly. What this means is that British interests were maintained 

through its Political Residence first in Bu Shehr, who later was moved to 

Bahrain in 1946. Among the many duties and responsibilities given to the 

Political Resident at Bushehr was ensuring the effective implementation of the 

GPT and other treaties that followed. However, Britain had ‘contradicting 

governance arrangements’ with Gulf rulers, meaning that the latter could 

preserve their “own system of customs, taxation, courts, coercive bodies, and 

religious institutions, while the British also introduced their own set of courts and 

structures of government side by side with those of the ruler.” 141  These 

governance arrangements were gradually and coercively implemented through 

a series of treaties especially from 1880 onwards. This duality of governance in 

the Gulf has resulted in a number of important security concerns for Bahraini 

and Gulf rulers which carry on until today: they injected into the body politic an 

ethno-sectarian lens that had material consequences for the population and 

resulted in the sectarian mobilization of political and social demands. Britain 

through this problematic lens, divided the population into citizens and foreigners 

(which included its Ajam population) and each was subjected to either local or 

British jurisdiction respectively.  

           The unequal access to political rights and protections that Britain has 

created and maintained caused serious security challenges on the Arabian Gulf 

states for the British and the local rulers alike when this divided rule system 

caused social unrest, sectarian mobilization and increasing resistance from the 

rulers to comply.142 Omar al-Shehabi in his article-turned-book about the origins 

of sectarian mobilization in Bahrain which still represents a key security threat, 

notes this aspect of state formation under British protectionism era as the 

beginning. Naturally, the British imposed stricter rules upon the Bahraini 

population to deter further civil strife, and on some occasions even interfered 

between the rulers and the subjects to ensure stability, which the local rulers 

often objected to as direct interference in internal affairs.143 The long lasting 

negative legacy of this system of domestic interference that the British had 
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established that is reflected in the body politic of Bahrain has become a source 

of critique for students of Gulf studies. 

           Despite this instability that British protectionism had contributed to in the 

domestic sphere, Gulf rulers for the most part saw in Britain an important ally in 

maintaining security on a regional level, which continues to be Britain’s most 

lasting legacy on the Gulf security. This is because from their standpoint, so 

long as Britain is a common guarantor for all disputing parties, it would 

proactively deter conflict and protect the sovereignty of each state. However, 

this reliance on Britain for internal and external security would not last forever. 

Arab nationalism in the 1950s would play an important role in shifting British 

attitudes from interventionism to isolationism. Arab nationalism, according to 

some accounts, would partially contribute to British decision to withdraw from 

East of Suez by the end of 1971.144 Other accounts also cite the increasing 

scrutiny Britain has faced regarding its role in the Gulf, as part of a then hot 

debate about the cost and benefit of continued involvement in the Gulf following 

the Suez crisis.145 As such, what contributed to the East of Suez policy decision 

was the need for Britain to reprioritize its strategies, remobilize its troops and 

reallocate its financial resources from protected states to face a more persisting 

threat taking place in Europe rather than East of the Suez, that is the growing 

threat posed by the communist expansion within the European continent, which 

is another example of a systemic variable affecting regional events.146  

           After the tremendous loss Britain had suffered during the Suez crisis, it 

became increasingly difficult for it to continue its active involvement in its 

empire. While officially the East of Suez policy was concerned with withdrawal 

from Southeast Asia and was completely silent on the status of British presence 

in the Gulf, the growing determination of Labour ministers to reallocate 

resources away from interests abroad led to the eventual withdrawal from the 

Gulf as well. This process was a moral and financial nightmare for Britain and 

its status in world affairs. The nightmare was even worse for the Gulf monarchs; 

having become accustomed to British protection and security arrangements that 

guarded them against regional and international powers, with British withdrawal 
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they suddenly found themselves on their own. Out of the legacy systems that 

British involvement had left, they found themselves having to restructure and 

maintain their security. As a consequence, this rapidly changing security 

landscape invited prompt action and realignments to overcome the new horrors 

of uncertainty.  

 

2.3 Gulf security arrangements in the American era   

           With British withdrawal becoming more imminent, the United States 

gradually ascended as the guarantor of Gulf security. In this section, I first 

discuss the early circumstances around American involvement in the Gulf 

region. These included early missionary work, business interests pertaining to 

the oil industry and infrastructure construction. I also discuss how overtime 

some of these circumstances increased American involvement in the region due 

to their importance in aligning American interests with those of Gulf states in 

areas of security and foreign policy, including securing the oil trade 

infrastructure, combatting the rise of communist and nationalist movements, 

and ensuring stability in a strategically important region. The events considered 

will demonstrate in the proceeding two sections how these factors were subject 

to various intertwined dynamics that necessitated a departure from complete 

reliance on American support towards the establishment of an independent 

collective regional security apparatus.  

           This transition from British to American security provision in the Gulf was 

not a simple case of ‘changing of the guard’ as some observers portray it to be. 

The early circumstances around American ascendance in the Arabian Gulf are 

important to recognize because many of these dynamics that supported a 

stable security arrangement in the past are either changing today or are no 

longer viable considerations for policymakers in the Gulf and the United States. 

A key reason why the transition from British to American protection was not 

quite smooth or straightforward is that although British imperialism was waning, 

the U.S. could not easily replicate the legacy networks Britain had established 

with Gulf leaders.147 Britain had extensive experience dealing with leaders and 

communities in the third world, and had learned to adjust to the existing cultural 

and social environment of those localities and strategize their approach towards 
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establishing friendly relations accordingly. Such cultural sensitivity has made 

Britain a preferred ally for Gulf rulers over the United States which on the 

contrary imposed its culture on client states. Secondly, the transition from 

British to American protection was not automatic or immediate but gradual and 

reluctant and spun over the course of more than a decade. And thirdly, the U.S. 

was for the most part critical of British colonialism and much favored an 

isolationist approach to world affairs.  

           In the early 20th century, U.S. interests in the Gulf were primarily focused 

on non-political transactions in which the U.S. government played a minimal 

role.148  As far as the U.S. government was concerned, its only role was to 

maintain, uphold and broaden its citizens’ interests in the Gulf, and particularly 

Kuwait and Saudi. American interests could be broadly classified in four 

categories: 149  first, establishing missionaries in the Muslim world which 

addressed social, medical, and educational concerns. These missionaries 

represented important cultural institutions to facilitate normalizing American 

involvement in the region. A legacy of this interest today is the American 

missionary hospitals in some Gulf countries including Bahrain. Second, private 

citizens or rather oil companies were interested in securing exploration rights for 

oil in the Gulf which the U.S. government worked towards securing both 

formally and informally. Third, to facilitate the above interests of private citizens, 

the U.S. government was invested in establishing a diplomatic presence. Of 

course, this was quite challenging considering that all relations with foreign 

countries had to be approved by Britain under the protection treaties. Ultimately 

Britain agreed to allow American diplomatic presence but all interactions 

between locals and Americans had to take place in the presence of British 

officials. And finally, American citizens showed great interest in developing 

Kuwaiti and Saudi infrastructure, including roads, electricity, ports, etc because 

it meant that they could expand the markets in which their business empires 

could operate and extract profits through full private ownership or working with 

local partners from the business class.   

                The evolution of American strategic thinking in relation to the Gulf 

from soft power to hard power was a product of Britain’s clear acknowledgment 

in its inability to face the threat of communist expansion on its own. This was 
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stated in a letter addressed to the American Foreign Secretary on 21st February 

from Britain’s ambassador to the U.S. Lord Inverchapel.  This letter along with 

other factors ultimately contributed to America’s decision to depart from its 

isolationist foreign policy towards more involvement in the Middle East and 

elsewhere to face the rising threat of communism.150 These concerns explain in 

part why Britain made only one exception to their policy of blocking foreign 

powers from developing bilateral agreements the Arabian Gulf region, which 

allowed the Americans in 1949 to build the U.S. Navy in Bahrain151 and before 

that a military base in Dhahran (1945) to facilitate communication between the 

Allied Forces during World War II.152 

           The 1961 Kuwait crisis when Iraq declared Kuwait a part of it increased 

the American concerns of the stability of this strategic region. Prior to that, the 

American government’s interest in Kuwait was primarily linked to the oil 

industry. In the 1950s and 1960s, for example, the U.S. was economically 

interested in Kuwait because at the time it produced approximately 1,700,000 

oil barrels a day and received annual revenues of 450 million USD.153 Not even 

this tremendous wealth encouraged the U.S. at the time or justified the political 

cost to interfere politically because it made more sense for them to rely on the 

British to protect their interests while they engaged more informally through 

American giant oil companies. That said, the Americans were quite mindful of 

the fact that British presence was unpopular to the local people considering the 

widespread anti-imperialist sentiment of the 1950s and the 1960s. Ultimately, 

the manner in which Britain handled the Kuwait crisis, and its failure to respond 

adequately is what eventually forced Washington DC to recognize that in order 

to protect its position in the Gulf, it needed to stop relying on Britain and instead 

seek regional solutions that require minimal direct interventions to address Gulf 

security issues.154  

           Similarly, in Saudi Arabia, after a couple of decades of American oil 

companies assuming the role of institutional change engineering in Saudi 

Arabia, this role gradually but steadily evolved to encompass vital security 
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provision. Unlike in Kuwait which was directly under Britain’s protection, the 

process began under the watchful eye of the British with thousands of American 

oil hands, construction managers, air force personnel and their families arriving 

in Saudi Arabia in the 1940s.155 The prosperity of Aramco and the wide array of 

American interests it supported following the expansion of U.S. commercial 

operations in Saudi Arabia were vital to transforming Saudi Arabia into a state in 

the modern sense, as the Americans undertook the mission to help in building 

Saudi Arabia and its infrastructure.156 With these operations taking place all 

over the Gulf around that period, the United States has become in effect what 

Britain once was for the security of the region:  

     “In the Gulf, the United States has ironically broken with its 
former dictum [that] we would oppose domination of the Gulf 
region by any single power. We have become that power and now 
we have to accept the consequences of that fact.” - Amb. Richard 
Murphy, Washington, DC157 
 

           There were broadly four principle sets of problems with which American, 

British, and Gulf policymakers had to address in the early stages of American 

ascendance to the Gulf area158. First, there was the threat posed by Arab 

radicalism in Iraq under Ba’ath, Egypt under Nasser, and South Yemen under 

separatists. Arab radicalism, which was associated with the rising popularity of 

communism was a primary security concern for the U.S. that took precedence 

over other matters in that period and towards which they consequently 

dedicated extensive resources, Second, there were concerns that the Soviet 

Union would exploit British withdrawal in the Gulf through its regional client 

states. Third, the questions of whether and how the Gulf states would secure 

their interests and increase their influence in regional and global affairs. And 

finally, the territorial disputes between various factions in the Gulf, including the 

Buraimi Oasis dispute and the Iranian-Bahraini dispute.  

           Initially, the security role the United States played was a result of the war 

on Japan and Germany in December 1941 as Washington DC recognized the 

significant impact denying the Axis powers access to oil would have on the war 

outcome, as well the strategic advantage it would have through the provision of 
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adequate oil supplies to Allied campaigns throughout the world.159 In Saudi 

Arabia, this security interest materialized at least as early as 1947 when 

Truman and King Abdul Aziz made a pact pledging the United States to take 

“energetic measures” to protect Saudi Arabia should it face an attack by another 

country.160 For the United States and its Gulf allies, combating the threat of 

communism was a mutual security interest. The former benefited from Gulf oil 

which was very critical for the Marshall Plan of 1948 that aimed to help rebuild 

Europe in return for their allegiance against the Soviet Union. Gulf oil was in fact 

so critical for the funding and consequently the success of the Marshall Plan 

that the Truman administration “supported Aramco’s construction of the Tapline 

by allocating steel for pipes and tubing for the 1,068 mile pipeline from the oil 

fields of Eastern Arabia to the Mediterranean Sea.”161 According to a top U.S. 

official: “Arabian oil … was seen as vital to European economic recovery and 

consequently to Europe’s postwar ability to stand up to the threat of 

Communism, both internal and external.”162 In the name of economic recovery 

and national security, the United States foreign policy evolved from logistical 

and diplomatic assistance to oil giants, to larger strategic security objectives, on 

top of which was the threat of communism.163 

           The American’s perspective shifted during the Cold War regarding their 

involvement around the world including the Middle East from isolationist, to 

gradual involvement into total control as it was in line with their ‘containment 

policy’ at the time, which focused on stopping the expansion of communism 

around the globe before it becomes too late to defeat it, using different 

strategies such as forming alliances, pacts, threats, financial aid and other 

forms that required greater involvement and commitment from them. 164 

However, the ‘containment policy’ was also changed later on and replaced by 

the ‘dual containment policy’ especially designed to contain the threats posed 
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by Iraq and Iran to their interests in the Middle East, which was announced by 

the United States National Security Council (NSC) in 1993.165  

           From the Arab perspective, American assurances against communist 

and nationalist movements were most welcome. These movements were not 

only radical but also transnational, and their appeal to the Gulf masses had 

worried the governments from the prospect of their people looking to Egypt or 

Iraq for leadership instead of their own sovereigns. Their threat became 

especially imminent in 1958, when Iraqi nationalists overthrew King Faisal, 

thereby creating a precedent in the Arabian Gulf for toppling monarchies.166 

Gulf monarchs were further alarmed when the Soviet Union and Iraq signed the 

Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation in 1972, which provided the Soviet Union 

access to an Iraqi base, and increased Soviet-Iraqi economic and military 

cooperation.167 Consequently, Russia “became Iraq’s top arms supplier and 

helped create the Iraqi army that invaded Iran in 1980 and Kuwait in 1990.”168 

           The Soviet-Iraqi treaty concerned Washington and Gulf monarchs 

because it challenged the regional balance of power, 169  which further 

necessitated security arrangements between the two parties. Gulf states 

benefited from an alliance with the U.S. in the following ways: they secured 

important arm deals that equipped them with extensive arsenals of 

technologically advanced weapons, their armies received world-class training 

through military cooperation with the U.S. army, and they managed to restore 

the balance of power with rivaling regional powers through the guarantees 

provided by the permanent U.S. bases throughout the Gulf. This collaboration 

between the U.S. and the Gulf materialized during the Iraq invasion of Kuwait in 

1990. The decisive support the U.S. had granted the Gulf states against Iraqi 

hostility served to strengthen these ties and increase the Gulf’s confidence in 

the U.S. as a reliable ally.170 

           Despite the seemingly reliable security arrangements between the Gulf 

and the United States, both sides understood that permanent reliance on the 
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United States for regional security is neither practical nor desirable. From the 

American perspective,171 it was never in their intention to adopt a hands-on 

approach to Gulf security as they had long encouraged the British to maintain 

as much of their role in the area as possible. Secondly, it was important for 

them that the Saudis and Iranians settle their differences because during the 

Shah era, they were both pro-Western, oil-rich regional powers. The regularly 

shifting stances regarding Iran on part of the Americans has then as it does now 

posed a cause for mistrust and hesitance by Gulf states to fully embrace the 

transition from British to American leadership in the region. Third, they wanted 

to avoid a military build-up by the littoral Gulf states. And most importantly, The 

U.S. encouraged the pursuit of regional economic and political cooperation 

among Gulf states. American support for a Gulf coalition was demonstrated as 

early as 1968, when representatives of the seven Trucial States (UAE today), 

Qatar, and Bahrain, announced their intention to establish the Federation of 

Arab Emirates,172 which although did not come to life, was a promising start for 

security cooperation among the Gulf states. 

2.4 The case for a regional security apparatus: the Birth of the GCC  

           The mutual understanding between the United States and the Arab Gulf 

states regarding the impracticality of complete reliance on the former in relation 

to security provision was one of many considerations that made a case for the 

creation of a regional security apparatus encompassing the Gulf states. One of 

the primary considerations was the fall of Shah because it directly affected the 

Gulf region in the following ways:173 The Khomeini propaganda was active in 

the Gulf, particularly Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and Iraq which obliged the Gulf 

states to coordinate security measures. Additionally, the expansionist nature of 

the Islamic Republic ideology exposed the Gulf states to an interventionist 

tendency in the region that made it imperative to seek collective defense. What 

is more, the concurrent proliferation of leftist movements and militias around the 

world on one hand and political Islamist movements on the other birthed as a 

reaction to the Islamic revolution on the other hand necessitated the 

cooperation among Gulf states to use the second force to tackle the problem of 

communism in an organic and grassroots manner. 
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           Iran’s ascendancy was a key subject of uncertainty in the Gulf, but prior 

to that, so was the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan in 1978. Not only was 

Soviet presence a source of fear over the spread of communism in the Gulf 

area, but also its dominant influence in Ethiopia, South Yemen, and Syria which 

surround the Gulf region was a more immediate threat to the security of the Gulf 

states.174 Furthermore, the Soviet penetration of Afghanistan and the presence 

of troops in Gawadar port which was less than a few hundred miles away from 

the Gulf afforded the Soviets an access point to the strait of Hormuz through 

which Gulf oil was transported.175 The United States was committed in its fight 

against communism oversees, including the Gulf region, but it was also of direct 

interest for the local governments to secure their maritime trade routes and 

protect their populations from a foreign agenda capable of dismantling the 

bases of unity among Gulf people and their rulers.  

           Fears over Iranian and Soviet influences intensified on the eve of the 

Iraqi-Iranian war in 1980. On the one hand, the Arab Gulf states supported Iraq 

against a post-revolutionary Iran, but on the other hand they grew concerned of 

an ever-powerful Iraqi state should it win the war. After all, Ba’athist Iraq and its 

appealing pan-Arabist, anti-imperialist message was more or less troubling for 

domestic security the same way the Khomeini propaganda was. With the war 

intensifying in the Gulf region, one could consider the formal act of establishing 

the GCC as a direct response to contain potential spillover into member 

states.176  

           As such, the GCC was created first and foremost as a defensive 

apparatus against ideological and military threats in surrounding states. Unlike 

the NATO which was established as a primarily security apparatus, the GCC 

had other considerations pertaining to maintaining the social integration and 

character of the region amid troubled times. Security organizations of the sort 

are generally established as an “expression of some sort of regional solidarity 

vis-a-vis the outside world and which possess the machinery at least in embryo 

to maintain security within their own region”.177 In the light of these regional 

developments, the heads of the six Gulf states (Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, UAE, 

Kuwait, Qatar, and Oman) signed an agreement establishing the GCC in a 
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meeting in Abu Dhabi on 25 May 1981.178 The following statement proclaiming 

the establishment of the Council attests to the centrality of these considerations 

in the decision to form the GCC:  

“Stemming from the realization of the State of the United Arab 
Emirates, the State of Bahrain, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the 
Sultanate of Oman, the State of Qatar and the State of Kuwait of 
what binds them together of special relations, similar 
characteristics and similar systems; from their appreciation of the 
importance of establishing close coordination among them in all 
fields, especially in the economic and social sectors; from their 
belief in the mutual destiny and unity of objective; and from their 
desire to achieve coordination, integration and association among 
them in all fields, they have decided to establish an organization 
that aims to deepen and consolidate the ties, links and 
cooperation among the members in all fields. This organization 
will be called the Cooperation Council of the Arab Gulf States, 
whose headquarters will be in the city of Riyadh in the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia. This council will be the means to achieving the 
highest level of coordination, integration and association in all the 
fields and to deepen and consolidate the ties and links among its 
member states in all fields. It will also have the mission of setting 
up identical systems in the fields of economics, finance, 
education, culture, social affairs, health, various means of 
communication, media, passports, nationality, travel movement 
and transport, commerce, customs, haulage and legal and 
legislative affairs in the Cooperation Council of the Arab Gulf 
States.”179 

 

           During the early stages of negotiations, there were many issues to 

overcome such as the issue of Oman’s unilateral approach to security which 

contradicted the collective sentiment between the Arab Gulf states. Oman 

essentially departed from what was agreed upon at the Baghdad Summit 

regarding diplomatic relations with Egypt and the question of Oman offering the 

U.S. military facilities that Kuwait and other states saw as a possible threat to 

the proposed security arrangement. This is because the proposed arrangement 

emphasized the need for self-reliance as opposed to reliance on foreign powers 

the way the Gulf has over the past few centuries. From the Omani perspective 

however, the particularity of its security concerns as they pertained to the 

communist threat coming from South of Yemen, Dhofar and Afghanistan as well 

growing communist influence in Iran necessitated the move to seek separate 
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security deals with the U.S.180 To resolve this obstacle as well as others, the 

members agreed on using a voting system that would be based on a majority 

vote rather than granting a veto right for one member to overturn the majority 

decision, a system which perhaps explains the future GCC successes in 

resolving some critical issues.181 

           It is also essential to discuss the two separate proposals submitted by 

Oman and Saudi Arabia during the negotiation period that dealt with military 

and political matters. In relation to military matters, both proposals were almost 

identical: they both emphasized the need for defensive and security 

coordination based on the fact that Gulf security and defense is the 

responsibility of the Gulf states alone and suggested establishing a joint Gulf 

naval force, increasing the number of the Gulf armed forces in parallel with the 

hostile forces, holding joint military exercises, unifying the sources of Gulf 

weapons and training and the Gulf’s air force and defense capabilities. In 

relation to political matters however they were opposing one another. The Saudi 

political proposal insisted that its political priorities are for the Arab and Islamic 

issues, and therefore, the foreign policy of the GCC must be rooted in its Arabic 

and Islamic character. The Omani political proposal on the other hand 

questioned the priorities of the Gulf actions, whether it is for the Gulf issues or 

the Middle East. It also raised important questions related to defining the Gulf’s 

“enemies”.182 These complications during the early stages of negotiation go to 

show that from earlier on there was a diversion between some member states 

regarding strategic matters such as threat perception, priorities and the 

preference for a unilateral approach instead of the collective approach. With this 

diversion in mind, Gulf leaders decided that the best way to prevent future 

conflict it is to establish the organization on the minimum grounds of agreement 

and cooperation. The problem of this approach as was later identified, is that 

once disagreements arise, there was no way to guarantee that an agreement 

can be reached among the members and so the only practical option would be 

to deal with these issues through unilateral, bilateral or even multilateral action 

outside of the official GCC organizational structure.  

                                                        
180	El-Rayyess,	Riad.	Najib.	(2012).	Riah	Al-Khalij:	bedayat	Majlis	Al-Taawun	wa	al-sera’	al-arabi-al-irani	(1980-1990).	
Riad	El-Rayyes	Books,	Lebanon,	Beirut.	Pages	85-91.  
181	Ibid,	Pages	67-68.	
182	El-Rayyess,	Riad.	Najib.	(2012).	Riah	Al-Khalij:	bedayat	Majlis	Al-Taawun	wa	al-sera’	al-arabi-al-irani	(1980-1990).	
Riad	El-Rayyes	Books,	Lebanon,	Beirut.	Page	134. 



75 
 

           Another challenge facing the establishment of the GCC, which was the 

reservation of many Arab, testifies to this idea. This is because it was perceived 

as a potential alternative entity to the Arab League, which means that the Gulf 

states would at some point move away from supporting Arab issues such as the 

Palestinian cause. However, inviting the General Secretary of the Arab League 

to attend and give an opening speech made a powerful impression to show that 

the newly formed council will not give up its affiliations and Arab identity.183 

           Upon its conception, the initial objective of the GCC was to promote 

coordination in terms of foreign policy, security matters, and oil politics, which 

later in 1982 evolved to incorporate collective defense agreements against 

revolts, terrorism, foreign interventions and other subversive actions. 184 

Furthermore, the Chiefs-of-Staff also agreed that a joint military organization 

shall be formed185, but they did not specify any details about how exactly it 

would operate and to what extent it would be involved in internal security 

matters of member states. However, in the first few years following the 

establishment of the GCC, the objectives and parameters of its cooperative 

functions were becoming better defined and articulated by the member states. 

First and foremost, the security of the Gulf was decidedly the responsibility of its 

own citizens. Secondly, “the Arabian Gulf states are keen to keep the region 

free from international tension and distance it from international conflicts.”186. 

Third, the Gulf states would abstain from entering any axis or international 

blocs, allowing foreign military bases in the region, and reject military 

intervention in the Gulf by foreign powers, including superpowers.187  

           There are key political, economic, and security factors promoting 

cohesion among the GCC and empowering its institutions as I discuss in this 

section. Since its inception, the main driver of political unity in the GCC has 

been the shared interest of its heads of state to protect their states’ sovereignty 

and the shared history, religion, family ties. This interest engendered a powerful 

sense of solidarity among the ruling families who acknowledged the challenges 

of maintaining the legitimacy of the monarchical rule on the international stage 
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in the age of liberal democracy.188 The sense of shared destiny is also felt by 

the populations of the Gulf; they share history, blood, language, religion, and 

the process of sociopolitical development in the pre and post oil eras. What has 

long enforced political cohesion in the GCC is the dominant culture of historical 

political loyalty that later was strengthened by the ability of these states to 

provide welfare and social services “to bind the loyalty of citizens to the state, 

rather than to tribal, sectarian, or ideological identification”.189 Loyalty between 

royal families is another important source of political unity. Such familial loyalty 

is sustained through political power sharing with relatives, intermarriage 

customs among royal families in the Gulf, and internal conflict resolution 

mechanisms because “a ruling family which has a mechanism for managing its 

own internal affairs is one that is likely to be resilient.”190  

           Another vital component of the GCC cohesion is economic integration, 

which serves as a means to mitigate political and security threats to its stability. 

The mutual recognition of GCC member states that economic integration would 

enable access to large markets facilitates cohesion and decision-making 

regarding economic initiatives. This is because such integration, in addition to 

enabling access to larger markets, also reduces transaction costs, and offers 

major expansion opportunities for GCC-based private sector enterprises, 

including retail and production.191 The shared socio-economic reality of Gulf 

states, which includes small populations, late entry into the world market, 

reliance on the unstable oil market, and the desert climate that impacts access 

to vital sources such as water and food in that sense is both an obstacle to 

economic growth and also an opportunity for collective economic strategizing.  

           As for security factors promoting cohesion, these are rather complicated; 

while it is the most powerful driver for cohesion given that the Gulf states 

broadly face common security threats, other elements of the security 

environment proved capable of destabilizing inter-Gulf relations. Nonetheless, 

security threats have primarily served as a type of glue that binds together the 
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states during times of crisis.192 It was in fact these very threats that made the 

case for the GCC to be formed in the first place. The willingness and financial 

capability of member states to create a joint military organization was another 

security cohesion factor. Despite the military apparatus being used in a very 

limited sense, the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and the events of 2011 in Bahrain 

has shown that in times of crises, the joint military was ready for deployment 

and remarkably effective in fulfilling its security objectives. And finally, the 

mutual benefits perceived by all member states in maintaining strong alliances 

with the United States and the United Kingdom, a legacy of the early security 

systems discussed in the previous section, further empower the security 

apparatus of the GCC because it eliminates potentially dangerous conflict of 

interest with rivaling superpowers supporting different states within the same 

organization.  

           Despite the apparent cohesion among the Gulf states and their aligned 

security interests, there are considerable obstacles undermining its institutions. 

The historical territorial disputes over land and water rights have plagued the 

Gulf since its inception, such as those between Bahrain and Qatar over the 

island of Hawar, Saudi Arabia and the UAE over adjacent coastlines, and the 

UAE, Saudi Arabia and Oman over al-Buraimi Oasis. 193  Additionally, the 

different priorities regarding regional developments were always a source of 

conflict in decision-making among GCC member states; while for some the 

Muslim Brotherhood were a security threat, for others they were allies. Similarly, 

while Iran represents the top security threat to countries with significant Shia 

populations like Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, for others like Qatar and Oman there 

aren’t credible threats from Iran that could destabilize internal security.            

           In the political sphere, weaknesses impacting effective cohesion and 

execution of GCC objectives include the power asymmetry between Gulf states. 

Saudi Arabia was historically the natural leader of the Arab Gulf considering its 

size, wealth, and symbolism as the site of Islam’s holiest cities. While for some 

smaller states, Saudi Arabia’s power is empowering because it could rely on it 

for support against foreign powers, for other ambitious states such power was 

                                                        
192 Martini,	J.	&	Wasser,	B.	&	Kaye,	D.	&	Egel,	E.	&	Ogletree,	C.	(2016).	GCC	Cohesion	in	Historical	Perspective.	In:	
The	Outlook	for	Arab	Gulf	Cooperation,	RAND	Corporation,	Page	7. 
193	Martini,	J.	&	Wasser,	B.	&	Kaye,	D.	&	Egel,	E.	&	Ogletree,	C.	(2016).	GCC	Cohesion	in	Historical	Perspective.	In:	
The	Outlook	for	Arab	Gulf	Cooperation,	RAND	Corporation,	Page	7. 



78 
 

intimidating due to fears that it would infringe upon their sovereignty and 

autonomy in decision-making.194  

           On the economic sphere, the similarity in GCC states economic profiles 

which facilitates cohesion also represents a weakness for the organization. This 

is because what Gulf states have to offer investors is relatively similar, and 

therefore competitiveness can hinder economic integration. Another related 

weakness is the redundancy of vital infrastructure. For example, instead of 

continuing to invest in Gulf Air as the GCC official carrier, the states instead 

decided to opt for a more competitive business model by creating separate 

national carriers competing with each other. Intra-GCC competitions in areas 

that may otherwise benefit from economic integration include finance, land 

transport, downstream energy, and recent moves to seek preferential terms for 

investment from abroad.195 

2.5 Security arrangements in the Arabian Gulf until 2011: An assessment  

           As the discussion thus far has shown, security arrangements in the Gulf 

are the product of complex dynamics, especially those pertaining to world 

affairs outside its boundaries and therefore the Gulf area cannot be treated as a 

self-enclosed entity separated from the volatility of the international arena. 

Similarly, with foreign powers exercising influence on Gulf security from the 19th 

century onwards, the opportunities and limitations of this legacy are important to 

recognize in order to understand how they impact GCC security arrangements 

today.  

           First of all, the British-era security arrangements which were 

characterized by the subjugation of Gulf states to a single sovereign in the area 

of foreign affairs under the General Treaty of 1820 has at the time minimized 

the likelihood of inter-Gulf conflicts and conflicts of interests should any Gulf 

state display hostility/proximity to a friendly/hostile entity from the perspective of 

other Gulf states. Furthermore, the unmatched strength of the British Empire 

made the placement of Gulf states under its protection the most effective 

safeguard against regional powers seeking hegemony over smaller Gulf states 

as evidenced by the manner in which Iranian hostilities against Bahrain were 

handled by Britain in the 19th century. However, the temporary nature of this 
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security arrangement, the limitations it imposed on Gulf monarchs in terms of 

exercising full sovereignty on their states, and the dynamics of the Second 

World War and the Cold War eventually ended this era of security protections.  

           Today, the legacy of British-era protection is witnessed through the 

continued presence of British military bases across the Gulf. According to the 

Oxford Research Group, the Gulf today has the largest concentration of British 

military forces outside the UK, including close to 20% of the Royal Navy and 

over 300 military personnel.196 In fact, the British military presence has even 

expanded since 2013 with “new naval bases in Bahrain and Oman, use of air 

bases in Dubai and Kuwait, a desert warfare training centre in Oman, and a 

planned joint fighter squadron in Qatar.” 197  Areas of security cooperation 

between the UK and the Gulf also include arms deals, and military training. 

Despite the positive impact a long legacy of British presence in the Gulf has had 

on the security arrangements of modern day GCC, the intertwinement of GCC 

security with Britain is certainly a source of vulnerability due to the volatility of 

the British political landscape as it oscillates between Conservative and Labor 

dominated parliaments. Historically, while the Conservative party has shown a 

positive outlook towards the special relationship Britain has with Gulf monarchs, 

the left-leaning Labour party on the contrary has been vocal against Gulf 

monarchs with leading party figures Jeremy Corbyn or former MP George 

Galloway repeatedly campaigning against military support and arms sales to the 

Gulf.198 Additionally, the depth of the relationship Gulf monarchs have with 

Britain had often been a source of contempt among Islamist and anti-colonial 

nationalist movements in the region and this relationship has often been 

rhetorically invoked in the instigative speeches of Islamist leaders, and in the 

Gulf this was especially visible following the rise of al-Qaeda in the Arabian 

Peninsula (AQAP).199 

           As for the legacy of American-era security arrangements on the GCC 

today, its benefits and drawbacks do in some ways parallel those of the British 

era; The U.S. also has bases across the Gulf, it is a reliable arms supplier, and 
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offers its Gulf allies military training. The Gulf security relations with the U.S. 

also pose the problems of contempt among certain segments of society as well 

as volatility of domestic politics that could impact the special relationship the 

U.S. has with the Gulf. Unlike the Gulf-friendly Trump administration for 

example, the Obama administration had a self-contradictory relationship with 

the Gulf. While the record shows that the Obama administration did not break 

away from the military and security relations it had with the Gulf, in the public 

domain, the administration showed hesitancy towards the Gulf states on 

grounds of democracy and human rights issues. It also constructed a new 

vision for the future of relations with the Middle East where the U.S. were to 

become less involved and more focused on its “pivot to Asia” to counter growing 

Chinese hegemony in the region.200 Furthermore, contrary to U.S. foreign policy 

stance on Iran, the Obama administration posed a concern to Gulf security by 

seeking reconciliation with Iran and negotiating a nuclear program deal that 

does not involve or address the security concerns of the Gulf Arab states that 

would be directly affected by any deal reached with Iran.  

           Obama’s regional initiatives and policies were not an individual-level 

miscalculation of Gulf dynamics; the U.S. has had a track record of pursuing 

policies in the Gulf that had proved catastrophic for the region’s overall security. 

The Bush administration had ignored the Gulf leaders’ advice in 2002 when 

they said that the Arab public did not support U.S. military action against Iraq, 

and that the aftermath of the war would cause insurgency, civil war, and 

spillover effect in the entire region.201 This clear lack of understanding of the 

delicate dynamics of the Arabian Gulf is perhaps the key differentiating factor 

between the legacy of the American era and the British era with the latter 

preferring to primarily engage when absolutely necessary and in support of the 

Arab Gulf states.  

           So was the reactive approach of the US as opposed to the proactive 

approach of Britain; in reacting to ‘contain’ the spread of communism through 

the Marshall Plan, Truman doctrine and ‘dual containment’ policy to protect its 

interests, it overlooked volatile local dynamics that swift reaction to ‘urgent’ 

problems would only instigate. Ultimately, that had the impact of exacerbating 
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rather than solving America’s problems in the Middle East. And finally, the 

security arrangements set in place during the American era has resulted in near 

total dependence on the U.S. in areas of military cooperation, coordination and 

integration in areas of defense among GCC member states 202 . Such 

dependence makes the development of a functional and independent security 

apparatus difficult to achieve, especially that all six states rely heavily on U.S. 

as well as UK expert labor to operate the sophisticated weapons systems they 

import in addition to train the local military and civilian personnel.203 

           Despite the limitations in areas of military cooperation and integration as 

a result of such dependence on superpowers, the GCC as a security apparatus 

has functioned effectively for many years, even before it officially formed a 

collaborative organization. During the 1967 Arab-Israeli war and moreso the 

1973 war for example, oil money has influenced political outcomes when they 

embargoed and cut out the global oil supply and raised the prices as a protest 

against U.S. support of Israel.204 With a preference for diplomacy over war as a 

means of securing interests and sovereignty, the GCC after its formation has 

used various clever diplomatic strategies, most powerful of which was generous 

donations. The GCC has donated great sums to developing countries in the 

Arab world and beyond as a key strategy for maintaining peace and friendly 

relations with surrounding governments. In order to ensure that global powers 

would not interfere in their internal affairs the way they have done in other 

developing countries, petro-dollars were used by GCC to invest generously in 

the West and donate to the IMF.205 Aside from the soft displays of power and 

diplomatic security strategies, the GCC has also displayed notable hard power 

during key moments in modern Gulf history. During the Iraq-Iran war (1980) for 

example, although in public the GCC states hesitant displayed neutrality in fear 

of Iranian retaliation, they played an important military role supporting Iraq 

against Iran which was increasingly becoming a key threat to the region. 

According to Saudi intelligence reports, the kingdom allowed Iraqi planes to 

traverse Saudi air space and land on its soil.206 Kuwait also kept its land open 
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for Iraq to transport goods, which was especially vital for Iraqi success when 

Iranian raids made the northern part of the GCC a no-go zone for Iraq.207 While 

some emirates declined to help Iraq due to proximity and fear of Iran, Abu 

Dhabi helped Iraq in a rather cautious manner through offering to shelter Iraqi 

planes and ships should they require shelter.208 

           During Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990, the GCC also 

demonstrated significant support to Kuwait, which is a further testimony to the 

functionality of the organization in times of crises. Following the Iraqi invasion, 

the GCC deployed its Peninsula shield to help the U.S. led international forces 

liberate Kuwait and Saudi Arabia announced public support for American 

intervention to help Kuwait, which was a critical shift in foreign policy for the 

GCC after years of keeping western relations under the surface over fears of 

public opinion. Not only did the Gulf shift foreign policy as a means to secure 

the region, but they also offered valuable tactical support to U.S.-led troops 

during Operation Desert Storm.209 Clearly the historical moment of Kuwait’s 

liberation cannot be attributed to GCC efforts considering the sheer scale of 

Iraqi military power, however the extent to which Gulf leaders were involved in 

the resolution process, including seeking U.S. intervention and offering material 

and logistical support indicates the commitment of its members to fulfilling the 

organization’s objectives using all means possible.  

           Another security area where the GCC has been successful in tackling is 

counterterrorism since the attacks of 9/11. According to the United States 

Institute of Peace210, the GCC has tackled terrorism-related security threats in 

the following ways: GCC states have created effective rehabilitation and 

reintegration for terrorism offenders. These programs include a wide array of 

state-sponsored initiatives including education, financial help, counseling, 

monitoring and integration. GCC states have also worked alongside the 

religious establishment considering the heavyweight religion plays in Gulf 

society, in an effort to denounce and separate acts of terror from the principles 

of Islam, which terrorists often deploy rhetorically to recruit and spread their 

hateful message. Finally, the report also identifies countering terrorism financing 
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as a key area where the GCC has been a helpful ally to the international 

community in the global war on terror through the creation of financial 

intelligence units, disruption of terrorism finance with criminal justice operations, 

and offering specialized training for national institutions to identify and curb 

terrorism financing activities. 

           As this track record shows, the GCC was the best possible security 

arrangement considering the challenging nature of the security landscape in the 

region. It achieved a lot on the international, regional and domestic levels. On 

the international level it managed to create a ‘Gulf category’ as Matteo Legrenzi 

describes it211, where small states can benefit from this larger umbrella during 

difficult times. It also formalized a shared ‘Khaleeji’ identity through enabling 

travel between GCC states using their ID cards, creating an interconnected 

electrical network, freedom to start a business anywhere in the Gulf, own land, 

and benefits that created a formalized sense of shared identity. Legrenzi 

concludes that “overall, the GCC has proved very useful as a form for policy 

coordination by the six member states. Even more importantly it has served as 

an important functional vehicle to spread best practice within government 

departments of all six member states or at least to create close functional links 

between them.’ Furthermore, on the international level he adds, “we can safely 

conclude that the GCC has had a benign effect on the international relations of 

the Gulf for much of its history”.212  

           However, the GCC as a security organization has proved unable to fulfill 

all the security needs of its members. For starters, considering the nature of the 

decision-making mechanism discussed earlier, the GCC is unable to resolve 

conflicts between its members. Additionally, the GCC is by design ill-equipped 

to deal with its hostile neighbors, Iran and Iraq. The security structure the GCC 

established functions well on the diplomatic international stage, but it cannot 

address sufficiently and independently the external threats coming from Iran 

and therefore it continues to rely on the backing of the United States and 

Britain. Some argue that excluding Iran and Iraq from the GCC is the source of 

the problem but I argue that is not the case. While the GCC states are for the 

most part non-confrontational, Iran on the other hand adopts an aggressively 

confrontational foreign policy that has an expansionist agenda, and therefore 
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the GCC states and Iran are not on the same page when it comes to threat 

perception and vision for the region.  

           The existential threat Iran poses to the GCC security is not new and 

Iranian fears over US military deployment across the Gulf have persisted for 

decades, nonetheless Gulf states more or less have managed to balance on a 

thin needle without it escalating into a full blown war. However with the so-

called Arab Spring unfolding close to home in 2011, the threats were becoming 

increasingly unfamiliar and unpredictable. The unprecedented events that had 

unfolded across the Middle East and even right at home in Bahrain called for 

unprecedented actions to be taken by the GCC. As such, I discuss in the 

following chapter the measures GCC states adopted to maintain their security 

and prevent potential spillover effect from conflict around the Middle East and 

how these mark the start of a new era for Gulf security where diplomatic means 

to conflict resolution were no longer viable on their own, and where a unified 

vision for the region from the perspective of member states must be 

reassessed.   
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CHAPTER THREE: POST-2011 CHALLENGES FACING GCC STATES 
           As shown in the previous chapter, the legacy of the British era security 

arrangements and the regional turbulences and miscalculated outcomes 

resulting from American interventionism and cooperation in the region have 

created a regional security apparatus in the Gulf that is dependent by-design, 

and incapable of properly addressing a rapidly transforming economic, social, 

and security landscapes. Such rapid transformation became especially alarming 

and destabilizing to the GCC security apparatus on the eve of the so-called 

Arab Spring, when member states aggressively pursued unilateral or bilateral 

strategies to either deter domestic and transnational threats, or to ensure their 

emergence as victors in the post-Arab Spring Middle East. In many ways this 

was not surprising since most member states possess the financial and military 

capacities to deviate from the official stance of the GCC, often strategized by its 

largest member Saudi Arabia, and act in a self-interested manner. Being as 

such, although the six member states face very similar challenges in the post-

Arab Spring world, it is no longer viable to assess their strategies as motivated 

by a commitment to unity with other Gulf states, or ensuring the longevity of the 

GCC as a key security apparatus. 

           With that in mind, in this chapter I will consider six interrelated areas that 

witnessed significant changes: economy and demographics, society and 

politics, as well as security and military. While some of these changes began to 

manifest prior to 2011, the event created immense political and economic 

pressures to address them. In examining these interrelated areas I will take into 

consideration how individual member strategies impact other GCC members, 

and how these areas necessitate a new understanding of regional security will 

provide the means to frame the security options available to Bahrain from the 

perspective of its policymakers. The first two of these areas are the changing 

demographics and the economy. If in the early days of oil discovery the Gulf 

states enjoyed a small population and high rentier income today the situation 

looks quite the opposite with significant population growth and increasingly 

unreliable and insufficient oil incomes. Although the pressure to diversify away 

from oil and address demographic changes is not new, 2011 as the assessment 

in this section will show has made addressing these pressing areas a top 

priority that influences both economic and political strategies of member states 

at home and abroad.                                             



86 
 

           Additionally, the sociopolitical changes that swept the Arab world as a 

result of the digital revolution and growing political ambitions which arguably 

sparked the revolutions of 2011 in some parts of the region, while helped 

regionally ambitious states such as Iran, Turkey and Qatar get involved in other 

parts, represent another key transformation that must be collectively addressed 

by member states. It is clear today that the nationalism and relative autonomy of 

regional identity and political beliefs no longer holds a similar weight with 

increased exposure to new ideas and social ideals, and yet some policymakers 

seem slow to catch on to how the new energies are best harvested to ensure 

that conflict of social ideals does not manifest into destabilizing dissent like it did 

in 2011. And finally, the shifting political alliances, nature of transnational 

security threats, and military capabilities necessitates addressing Gulf states not 

as one unit but as individual actors with sometimes shared and at other times 

contradictory interests and visions for the future.  

3.1 Post-2011 economy and demographic changes  

           Oil revenues allowed the Gulf states to create an economy where wealth 

is not created but rather distributed and utilized, and where “the whole economy 

is arranged as a hierarchy of layers of rentiers with the state or the government 

at the top of the pyramid, acting as the ultimate support of all other rentiers in 

the economy.”213 As such, the state becomes the main engine for resource 

allocation and public expenditure. When the Gulf states were young and 

enjoyed a small population, this economic system was able to create and 

sustain remarkably high living standards, and consequently created a social 

contract whereby citizens are less involved in political life and show support to 

their governments in exchange for dignified and comfortable lives.  

           If prior to 2011, Gulf states were able to accumulate reserves because of 

the high crude prices since 2009, the events of 2011 demanded generous 

expenditure, which in the case of Bahrain resulted in a growing national debt 

since 2014 that exceeds $13 billion dollars.214  Even where the events of 2011 

did not directly increase expenditure, the economy was significantly affected 

since 2011 as crude prices became quite volatile with no prospects for 

stabilization, and oil exporters began to feel the seriousness of the situation by 
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2014.215 Saudi Arabia for example, “went from a 30 percent budget surplus in 

2008 to a 15 percent deficit in 2015.”216 As such, the volatility of oil prices 

makes it dangerous to build for a future trajectory in which crude resources form 

the basis of the economy. This became especially clear after transnational 

terrorist organizations assumed control over important oil fields following the so-

called Arab Spring, and how war and regional instability shook the confidence of 

investors in crude products. The economic structure in the Gulf proved to be 

neither economically nor politically sustainable over the long term 217  with 

massive population growth and a citizen base that is accustomed to 

comparatively luxurious lifestyles and consumption patterns and low-effort 

productivity to sustain them. The great volatility prompted oil producers in the 

Gulf to “tighten their budgets, make socially and politically difficult cuts in 

subsidies, and raise taxes, [...] and borrow heavily on international markets.”218 

Second, “growing demands to reduce the use of fossil fuels in the face of 

climate change and concerns over environmental degradation [...] pose an 

existential risk and that oil reserves will get stranded underground.” 219 

Essentially, a fundamental restructuring of the economy that brought about debt 

and unpopular economic policies became both urgent and unavoidable after the 

events of 2011. What is more, if the Gulf populations previously faced little 

economic pressure to seek employment and could simply rely on informal 

networks to gain employment in the public sector, population growth in recent 

decades has put immense pressure on the public sector to accommodate this 

growth. For this reason, Gulf governments today are paying serious attention to 

the private sector as an alternative, primary employer for nationals, a strategy 

which proved far more complicated than policymakers initially thought.  

           The urgency of the need to end reliance on crude resources has 

prompted all GCC countries to devise new strategies to diversify away from oil 

and restructure their economies. A large body of literature has attempted to 

explore these strategies as well as their effectiveness in yielding the desired 
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outcomes.220 The first of these strategies is to manage the crisis of the private 

sector which resulted from extreme reliance on migrant labor for manual and 

service sector jobs on the lower end, and the professional, managerial level 

jobs at the higher end. Secondly, and interrelatedly, across the Gulf 

nationalization initiatives have been devised to create a path for replacing this 

class of labor with the national workforce as a means to tackle oversaturation of 

the public sector and high unemployment rates among the local population. And 

finally, across the Gulf, there is a strengthened attempt to invest oil money in a 

way that creates real economic assets and attracts foreign investment in non-oil 

industries. The need to create real economic assets stems from the lack of 

contribution of non-oil industries to the actual government budget that finances 

the public sector. As such, although oil revenues made up only 18% of 

Bahrain’s GDP in 2017 for example, oil revenues contributed up to 75% of the 

government’s revenues.221 In the following analysis of economic challenges, 

these three attempts will be discussed to highlight the centrality and challenges 

of economic development to the political agenda of the GCC.222  

           The first of these challenges, the extreme reliance on migrant labor is 

perhaps the most complicated. At the heart of this complication is the Gulf’s 

heavy reliance on flows of migrant workers who constitute the vast majority of 

the private sector in the region. The rationale for such accumulation of migrant 

labor in domestic markets was found in reasons such as population pressures 

in the countries where the migrant labor comes from, the existence of better job 

opportunities for those individuals in the Gulf, the lack of qualified, professional 

labor223 to occupy white-collar jobs traditionally reserved for Europeans and 

Americans, or the lack of willingness on behalf of locals -spare Omanis and 

Bahrainis- to work in less prestigious jobs, which became reserved for poor 

underpaid blue-collar labor from South Asia. As Adam Hanieh notes,224 the 

migrant labor population has grown remarkably from the 1970s onwards, 

reaching about 50 to 60 percent of the labor force in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, 

and 80 to 90% of the overall workforce in the rest of the GCC. In some sectors 
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of the private sector, the percentage is as high as 100% in places like the UAE 

and Saudi Arabia. As such, migrant labor has become internalized as a 

structural feature of the political economy of the Gulf.225 

           A key characteristic of the migrant labor force in the Gulf is the temporary 

nature of employment contracts. This means that this class of workers arrives in 

the Gulf for a fixed duration contract, after which they either depart to their 

countries or work in the informal business sector. There is no path for 

citizenship or social integration for this population, 226  and that has posed 

significant challenges for the prospects of reforming the private sector. The lack 

of effective labor protection laws and mechanisms catering for the interests of 

this class of non-national labour in most of the Gulf allows the private sector to 

exploit them, overwork them, and underpay them with no or little legal 

consequences. What this means for employers is a low cost and a higher profit 

margin than possible when hiring locals, while for migrant laborers it means 

very little negotiation power in terms of wage setting or working hours.  

           Additionally, the absence of paths to naturalization in most Gulf states 

gives little incentive for the migrant labor to increase productivity or invest 

capital, intellectual or manual labor in the sectors they are working in. Instead, 

their incomes are for the most part sent abroad as remittances to support their 

families and build a life for themselves after repatriation. If migrant labor initially 

helped fast-track the development process in the Gulf in the early days of oil 

discovery, today they constitute a national burden and an obstacle to the 

development of the national workforce with no clear path to undo years of 

private sector exploitation and mismanagement. This is because the private 

sector finds little material benefits to hiring locals who enjoy legal protections, 

expect higher salaries and benefits, and refuse to work long hours without 

compensation. And similarly, the national labour in many cases would rather 

endure unemployment until a vacancy in the public sector opens up than to 

work in the exploitative private sector.  

           On the other end of the migrant workforce dilemma is the professional, 

white-collar workers who traditionally come to the Gulf from Europe, the United 

States and sometimes South Asia. This class of temporary workers may not be 
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attractive for the low cost of hiring and possibility of exploitation as their blue-

collar counterparts. However, as a legacy of colonialism and late state 

development, across the Gulf foreign white-collar workers often occupy 

managerial, supervisory, and directive roles in the private and public sectors, 

and their salaries are often very high and they enjoy extensive benefit packages 

such as paid private schooling for their children, and extravagant housing in 

luxurious neighborhoods. Despite Gulf governments’ best efforts to facilitate the 

transfer of knowledge from white-collar migrant workers to the national 

workforce in line with their nationalization policies, this process has not yielded 

much success because the reasons that impede knowledge transfer are yet to 

be addressed.227 From the perspective of private sector employers, as long as 

they can easily find and import the advanced skills they need, there is no 

incentive to invest time and money in training the national workforce.228 And 

from the perspective of the white-collar labor force, the contractual nature of 

their employment as opposed to the more fixed contracts of their local 

counterparts means that they operate from a different standpoint regarding 

future goals, necessity of knowledge transfer, and attitudes towards risk.229 

Nationals usually have mutually committed relationships with decision-makers 

and are more in tune with the overall national objectives than expatriates who 

may fear replacement if they share critical knowledge.230  Essentially, from 

where white-collar migrant workers stand, sharing knowledge with nationals 

means risking non-renewal of employment contract and consequently 

repatriation, and therefore there is little incentive to do so.  

           Because of the private sector’s lack of motivation to hire nationals, 

across the Gulf governments have prioritized nationalization initiatives such as 

the Saudization, Bahrainization, and Omanization plans to address the high 

unemployment among nationals through regulatory reform. These initiatives 

have, to varying degrees, encountered many problems in terms of 

implementation. The first of these pertains to the informal nature of bureaucracy 

in the Gulf. As many works of literature have already discussed, practices such 
                                                        
227	Al-Yahya,	Khaled.	(2012).	Expatriate	skills	are	needed	to	realise	region's	national	goals.	The	National,	28	
September	2012,	online	access	via:	https://www.thenational.ae/expatriate-skills-are-needed-to-realise-region-s-
national-goals-1.361249	
228	PwC.	Workers	of	the	future:	Is	your	organisation	prepared?	PwC,	n.d.,	online	access	via:	
https://www.pwc.com/m1/en/publications/workforce-of-the-future/workers-of-the-future.html	
229	Al-Nayhan,	Sheikha	Shamma	and	Matherly,	Laura.	(2015).	Workplace	quotas:	Building	competitiveness	through	
effective	governance	of	national-expatriate	knowledge	transfer	and	development	of	sustainable	human	capital.	
International	Journal	of	Organizational	Analysis,	2015,	Vol.	23	(3),	Page	460	
230	Ibid.	



91 
 

as nepotism, connections, and replication of family dynamics in terms of 

obedience to elders and reluctance to reject requests for favoritism are rampant 

at the bureaucratic level. The informal brokerage networks dominate business 

and government relations 231  and as such, even when governments install 

systems for implementation, there is a lot of difficulty in ensuring compliance.  

           These problems highlight how the Gulf still lacks behind in its transition 

to the market economy. The creation of a market economy because of 

institutional, political, and economic relationships that forestall the transition.232 

Since the construction of the basic institutions after the state was formed 

coincided with large inflows of oil capital, the bureaucracies predictably 

developed unevenly and with lopsided capacities that impede easy transition.233 

What that means in practical grounds for the Gulf economies, is that the high 

level of state intervention at every stage of economic development and 

production, the sudden and forceful top-down intervention to disrupt these 

legacy business practices becomes disruptive and counteractive to the long-

term strategy of creating an independent market economy of achieving key 

government objectives of national employment, productivity and generating 

non-oil national income. As long as the business class still finds in the 

government bureaucratic collaborators, and as long as Gulf states remain 

incapable of cutting the formal and informal distributive measures that were 

traditionally “used to create a large new entrepreneurial elite with strong kinship 

and business ties to the bureaucracy and political elites”234, it remains unlikely 

that neo-liberal reforms will yield the desired outcomes.  

           The last of Gulf governments’ efforts to tackle the economic volatility 

resulting from reliance on crude industries is investment, both through investing 

in internationalized markets that integrates the Gulf region globally and allows 

its richest states to become international economic powers and attracting 

foreign direct investment (FDIs). The three key circuits of capitalist 

accumulation, as Adam Hanieh notes, are production, commodity, and 

finance. 235  The productive circuit in the Gulf includes activities such as 
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construction, real estate, manufacturing, aluminum, steel, petrochemicals, 

media, and telecommunications. These activities are marked with cross-

penetrated ownership involving both state capital and private domestic capital 

and their production stages occur on a multinational level.236 In less wealthy 

Gulf states like Bahrain where aluminum production is a key investment, the 

ownership is still multinational with Saudi and German stakeholders holding 

much of the assets, whereas the Omani Suhar Aluminum is jointly owned with 

the UAE.   

           The commodity circuit involves Gulf nationals partnering with 

international brands to sell retail in shopping malls or other outlets. It is 

estimated that in 2006 more than 50% of GCC retail sales are international 

products,237 and the percentage is likely to look a lot higher today with online 

shopping becoming widespread in the region. This circuit relatively benefits 

Kuwait and the UAE most because few major Kuwaiti and Emirati retail 

investors partner with Gulf nationals in owning and running shopping malls and 

other outlets, much like they do in the production circuit as seen by the 

aluminium companies examples. This is because of re-exportation- the import 

of goods for the purpose of exporting them to other Gulf countries, which Saudi 

and the UAE engage in as regional entrepots.238 And finally, the financial circuit 

has grown through “institutions [that] were critical to the developing financial 

circuit: equity markets, debt markets, and private equity companies.”239  

           Together, “the internationalization and financialization of capital—gave the 

Gulf’s commodity exports and financial surpluses enormous strategic weight 

within the global political economy. These tendencies consolidated the Gulf as a 

region of the world market—integrating it into the architecture of the US-led 

global capitalism that arose during the postwar era.”240 Such internationalization 

of Gulf capital, and the manner in which it revolves around a new Saudi-UAE 

axis has allowed these giants to grow and profit off partnering with smaller Gulf 

states that remain subordinate in the Gulf’s political economy. Gradually, it is 

likely that those giants would replace local partners in the smaller states and 

increasingly monopolize growing capital accumulation circuits. In 
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telecommunications for example, today the Saudi owned STC replaced Kuwaiti 

owned VIVA in Bahrain, and together with the Kuwaiti owned Zain they compete 

with Bahrain’s formerly publicly owned Batelco in the telecommunications 

market, one of the few remaining large Bahraini owned corporations. Despite 

the subordination of Bahrain and Oman from these circuits, Saudi Arabia, the 

UAE and Kuwait have demonstrated dedication to help alleviate economic 

difficulties facing their less wealthy neighbors through a $10 billion package for 

each Oman and Bahrain in 2011 and once again for Bahrain in 2018.241 Such 

commitment to the longevity and prosperity to their neighbors further justify the 

sense of collective identity and shared destiny cultivated by the Gulf’s 

superpowers and strengthens their alliance with the smaller states.242  

           As for attracting FDIs, a key disadvantage facing most GCC states is the 

lack of substantial competitive advantages they have over one another in terms 

of human capital development, climate, social dynamics, and costs of 

production and operation. That, combined with the immense negotiation power 

multinational corporations (MNCs) have in dictating favorable regulations. The 

transnational law market has created a situation where countries advertise their 

legal wares as they compete for customers (i.e. MNCs).243 With very similar 

profiles and business climates to offer, no Gulf state can maintain regulations 

that can yield material benefits to the economy. Despite attempts to introduce 

VAT taxation, as well as using institutions such as Tamkeen in the case of 

Bahrain to support localizing the labor force as well as products and services, it 

remains the case that the 100% foreign ownership laws in some parts of the 

Gulf are not incentivizing MNCs enough to take on social responsibilities in host 

countries. In other words, as long as the Gulf states find themselves unable to 

tax MNCs or force them to hire locals effectively in fears that they would simply 

relocate to another Gulf country, FDIs are not exactly alleviating the economic 

difficulties in any substantial manner other than enriching the existing very few 

capable business elites who partner with MNCs locally.  

           Additionally, most of the Arab Gulf states increased their use of their 

sovereign wealth funds (SWFs) as an alternative to diversify their revenues, 

increase non-oil incomes and use these investments as an added soft power 
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tool. They have carried out major investments in Europe and elsewhere. Qatar 

for example acquired ownership of “Harrods”, the prestigious shopping 

landmark in London as well as the PSG football club in Paris and Major US 

Media outlets such as Al Gore’s Current TV which has been rebranded as Al 

Jazeera America244 and Miramax Studios to name just a few245, UAE acquired 

ownership of Manchester City football club in England as well as many other 

investments around the globe.246 Saudi Arabia Public Investment Fund also 

invested in strategic companies including “Uber” and “Tesla.”247 “Mumtalakat”, 

Bahrain’s sovereign wealth fund has also invested in Britain’s well-known car 

racing and commercial automotive giants “McLaren Group.”248. Whether the 

investment philosophy of Gulf states is geared more towards diversifying the 

state’s revenues to reduce their exposure to volatile oil prices or towards 

obtaining greater influence and soft power internationally, their investment in 

competitive international markets is both a form of increased unilateral 

approach rather than collective approach that could in theory provide them with 

greater access and better negotiating power. As such, SWFs demonstrate the 

conviction of individual Gulf states that their investments in international 

markets would provide them with some security guarantees by means of linking 

their economic interests with the economic interests of global powers.  

While most of these economic and demographic challenges are shared 

factors among all GCC states, economic grievances of some segments of the 

Bahraini society are another important challenge that is specific to the small 

state which warrant a separate discussion that I present from the Bahraini 

state’s perspective in chapters 4 and 5. Centering these grievances will offer a 

pretext for understanding the circumstances around the mobilization of masses 

in 2011 and help expand the notion of security in such a way that encompasses 

addressing legitimate concerns of the population as a means to prevent conflict 

and amending social divisions going forward.  
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3.2 Post-2011 Sociopolitical landscape  

As the experience of 2011 across the Arab world has demonstrated, social 

media has become a power to be reckoned with and a transformative medium 

for political and social consciousness. In a region characterized by relative free 

press, social media allowed Arab citizens to participate in decentralized citizen 

journalism and use it as a weapon to raise awareness of various issues.249 

Regardless of political stances, on the eve of 2011 both nationalists and 

opposition forces turned to social media to make their voices heard. The 

number of twitter users in Bahrain increased significantly following the critical 

events of early 2011 and many Facebook groups were created to share 

updates, information, and photos250 - many were networking with individuals 

and groups at home and abroad.251 At the time, many have perceived social 

media as a democratized space that finally allowed people to find like-minded 

individuals and build solidarities, movements together in some cases, raise 

concerns and demands to the authorities in others, or defend the government 

and the nation against perceived existential threats to peace and safety. The 

digital revolution has allowed new political imaginations to form, new ways for 

dissidents to be critical and subversive to the system, sometimes in hopes to 

achieve reform within a permissible framework and in others to overthrow the 

system altogether. Essentially, today there is a raft of cultural production that is 

facilitated by “the confluence of new technologies and local context.”252  

           This cultural production however is a double-edged sword for the Gulf 

governments. On the one hand, it allows them to explore public opinion and 

make sense of the street’s pulse as it were. On the other hand, the 

decentralized nature of journalism allows a lot of misinformation to spread, 

politically destabilizing networks to form, and transnational actors to infiltrate 

domestic political spaces to further their own agendas. Those three setbacks of 

the digital revolution from a political perspective have all manifested in the so 

called Arab Spring and beyond, and Bahrain was a prime example of that. The 

Iranian government amplified its digital attacks against the Bahraini government 

through its local agents and misinforming bots to portray Bahrain in a negative 
                                                        
249	Al-Jenaibi,	Badriya.	The	Promise	of	Social	Media	in	Arab	Spring	Nations.	Global	Media	Journal,	Vol	2.	(1-2),	Page	
244.	
250		Jones,	Marc	Owen	and	Al-Shehabi,	Ala’a.	(2015).	Bahrain’s	Uprising:	Resistance	and	Repression	in	the	Gulf.	Zed	
Books,	Page	123.		
251	Ibid.	
252	Jones,	Marc	Owen.	(2017).	Satire,	social	media	and	revolutionary	cultural	production	in	the	Bahrain	uprising:	
From	utopian	fiction	to	political	satire.	Communication	and	the	Public,	Vol.	2	(2),	Page	132.	



96 
 

light and invite foreign intervention. Additionally, it gave platforms to radicals 

who wanted to overthrow the system and who misled young people and 

agitated the Bahraini street. Elsewhere in the Gulf, dissident voices that wanted 

more than reform were also able to mobilize on a much smaller scale than in 

Bahrain and call for the systems’ overthrow. Years after the so-called Arab 

Spring, social media remains a central part of the sociopolitical landscape of the 

Gulf and the governments are increasingly becoming aware of its potential to 

promote peace but also chaos, though they continue to underestimate the 

urgency of catching up with the evolving social values of the younger 

generations. 

           Indeed, the assimilation of citizens around the world into the social and 

political culture of the West due to their cultural hegemony, the large platforms 

western content creators have in social media, and the widespread use of the 

English language has transformed social values around the world. Local 

discourses no longer exist in isolation from global discourses that make 

headlines and make their way into entertainment venues from cinemas to 

Netflix and music. Today, people in the Gulf are familiar with and critically talk 

about things like corruption, freedom of speech, anti-racism, women’s rights, 

etc. The impact of this cultural transformation amongst the youth has been the 

introduction of new causes and values of which some Gulf governments remain 

reluctant about. If today social media activists and digital citizens spend their 

energy educating and promoting new progressive values, there is no doubt that 

unless the governments harness their energies and their values and adopt them 

on an institutional level, dissent will only continue to grow under the surface.  

           One such means to harness the energy of citizens and democratize 

policymaking in the Gulf that	I	explore	in	this	paper is civil society. While before 

2011 there seemed to be little incentive to promote and facilitate civil society 

because it seemed as though the state and society were in unison, the 

experience of 2011 has shown this to be far from the case. 2011 has made it 

clear that like all societies, Gulf societies too are constantly evolving and 

developing new consciousness and demands that the state must allow them to 

communicate and negotiate. When political consciousness is not developed 

under the watch of civil society where real constraints and opportunities are part 
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of the equation, mobilization occurs from below and takes on violent forms.253 If 

for example a feminist movement seeks reform of personal status laws, civil 

society allows the cultivation of expertise of lawyers working with the 

government and others with groups or individuals that are affected by certain 

laws to negotiate and work through reforming or changing them as was the 

case in Bahrain at the prime of local women’s societies and more recently with 

the creation of the Supreme Council for Women.254  

           When social movements find no means to raise its concerns with the 

government, and those with grievances find nowhere to turn to out of 

misinformation about the existing informal channels of communication, foreign 

actors can exploit these grievances to advance their own foreign policy 

objectives, thereby compromising internal stability of the state. It is precisely the 

danger that follows from the internationalization of social movements that 

makes civil society an important security strategy for Gulf governments. As 

seen with the cases of Saudi women who escaped their state and sought refuge 

elsewhere, western states and Saudi Arabia’s political rivals like Qatar and Iran 

were quick to capitalize off individual cases to create international pressure 

against Saudi Arabia and damage its relations and efforts to modernize.255 

Similarly, where local opposition across the Gulf, and especially those who are 

Shias found no means to address their grievances with the government due to 

systemic efforts by some of their influential religious leaders to isolate them 

from the state or governments not able or unsuccessful in addressing them or 

lack of effective institutions that they can channel these grievances through, 

Iran was quick to manipulate and deceive a few to work for its interests and 

against the interest of their nations.256 Just as among the Bahraini Shia political 

movements there was always moderates and hardliners, it is perceived that 

among the government too that there were divergences in terms of the best 

approach to address the communal grievances of Shias as noted by the Qatari-

based academic Justin Gengler. He notes that while factions within the 

government perceive these grievances as a political problem that requires a 
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political solution through state institutions and communication channels, others 

perceive it as a security problem.257 Ultimately, the absence of civil society 

harms both the state and society. The first risks internationalization of 

grievances and instigation by transnational actors, and the latter risks 

antagonism of the state on grounds of treason and jeopardizing public order 

and safety.  

           With that said, there are many structural factors that make civil society in 

the Gulf limited in effectiveness and potential to harness the energy of younger 

generations and integrate their evolving political and social consciousness. 

First, the informal nature of politics in the Gulf that places most of bureaucracy 

outside of formal channels makes it difficult for civil society actors to operate in 

contact with but separate from the state because of the misconception that 

access to the state can only occur through direct access to rulers by privileged 

and affluent families or bureaucrats and technocrats who work for the state.258 

This misconception overrides the state’s competent institutions, which overtime 

undermines the state-building efforts and reinforces mistrust between certain 

groups and the state, undermining the importance of effective civil societies in 

development of the state. In the long run, as Nazih Ayubi notes, individuals 

engaged in civil society are likely to find themselves caught up “in the web of 

organisational relations and eventually to submit to the grasping hands of the 

state”259 despite the state’s willingness to engage in effective dialogue and 

address the concerns of civil societies as was the case in Bahrain when it 

reformed its civil society laws providing a foundational platform for civil society 

organisations to actively and freely function so long as they do not infringe upon 

principle values and security concerns. Essentially for a civil society 

organization to be able to push forward any idea or project, there exists a 

misconception that it needs to be already on the government’s good side 

because formal bureaucratic channels although exist, it is easier to use informal 

channels and personal relations instead of the formal channels.  
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           This is likely because of the nature of society building in rentier states 

that Nazih Ayubi identifies. He discusses the possible political outcomes that 

emerge where the state is the main engine for wealth and resource allocation 

that make being on the government’s good side essential for civil society 

organizations in the Gulf.260 First, the state essentially acts as an intermediary 

between the world and its own economy and society. This therefore makes 

citizens economically and politically inclined to depend on the state and refrain 

from undermining its sovereignty. Furthermore, because the state enjoys 

relative autonomy from the interests of various classes, it can experiment with 

and change public policies without serious opposition that it can identify and 

address, even though such opposition may very well grow under the surface 

and ultimately pose a considerable challenge to the state. Because in a rentier 

economy all of society becomes a client to the state, “as long as the state can 

afford to distribute wealth generously, it can to a large extent count on the 

support of its subjects.”261 This becomes challenging for states like Bahrain 

where generous public expenditure is becoming increasingly difficult. Similarly, 

as long as social actors continue to support the government, they can benefit 

from its allocation system. This poses an important dilemma to civil society; 

“how can it function as an intermediary between the state and society when it 

has to submit to the state’s clientage network if it were to negotiate any sort of 

power?”262 As such, it is essential for Gulf governments to follow Bahrain’s route 

of reforming the civil society laws to create effective means by which civil 

society can function independently from while working together with the state in 

a productive way that pushes the sociopolitical discourse forward in the interest 

of parties involved. 

           Furthermore, civil society organizations in the Gulf –with the exception of 

Bahrain- suffer from a number of structural challenges that stem from the nature 

of the sociopolitical landscape in the region. There is an absence of public 

spaces available for civil society to organize and mobilize outside of majalis 

where men have traditionally been able to partake in informal democracy 

through expressing and voicing their concerns to the ruler or the government. 

For women and youth groups, no such spaces exist outside of cafes where 
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sometimes small scale events are organized. This makes it difficult for many 

smaller CSOs to “seek public support, promote their interests, and facilitate 

open discussion in their communities when there is little space available for 

them to announce and assert their presence.”263  

           Another key structural challenge is the weak administration of CSOs. 

Even though in Bahrain for example there were about 617 registered CSOs in 

2017 which amounts to one CSO per approximately 1,189 Bahraini,264 this 

development was quantitative and not qualitative. “Poor coordination and 

communication among CSOs has led to the creation of many small CSOs with 

almost identical objectives, and the result was a dispersion of efforts and the 

emergence of frequent conflicts of interest.”265 In Bahrain, the Ministry of Social 

Development attempted to address this issue by integrating many CSOs under 

the umbrella of larger groups. However, the lack of qualitative development still 

persisted because of the lack of expertise in social organization management. 

CSOs across the Gulf continue to be dominated by an older generation of 

activists who are out of tune with social issues and whose rhetoric, digital 

presence, and mobilization strategies are lacking, if existing at all. Because the 

younger generation, as discussed earlier, are much more in tune with 

contemporary issue elsewhere in the world, they find it difficult to mobilize 

through outdated CSOs who are often dismissive of their concerns and 

aspirations. What is more, according to findings of the Chatham House study on 

the topic, the Bahraini youth may be cynical about the government but more so 

they are suspicious of the religiosity of current societies. Feeling that they lack 

representation, they “see little reason to take the risk that comes with 

involvement in politics and would rather focus on their personal lives, build their 

careers.”266 

           Most importantly, the persistence of sectarianism in some parts of the 

Gulf adds another layer of complication to the process of civil society 

development. This is because sectarianism prevails every aspect of social life 

and organization and the state ends up containing adjacent pockets of 

communities that live alongside one another but who consume very different 
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politics, and see their political trajectories in different light and there is little room 

for assimilation and integration into the state. This problem is especially 

exacerbated when there are powerful community leaders who dangerously 

opted to operate outside the state system. This is what happened in Bahrain 

when initially legitimate demands of reform deviated into revolutionary acts after 

sectarian leadership threatened national unity and called for the overthrow of 

the regime.267 These radical calls prompted reactions from the government that 

ranged from securitization approach that escalated tensions according to the 

Qatar-based academic Justin Gengler, 268  to an invitation to dialogue and 

negotiation. What became evident shortly afterwards is that comprehensive 

solutions must be implemented in order to permanently resolve the issues of 

radicalization and sectarianism, as the securitization of the problem alone would 

not provide a permanent outcome or might even increase the escalation. The 

sectarian nature of society made the space of free speech and open protest 

quickly slip into an unprecedented state of polarization that threatens national 

unity.269 Seen in this light, volatility of the social fabric in GCC countries with a 

diverse sectarian make up necessitates positioning the state as a mediator.  

           In addition to addressing the structural issues facing civil society, another 

important developing post-2011 that poses both a challenge and an opportunity 

for Gulf governments is the emergence of so-called social media influencers 

whose large following makes them significant political actors despite their 

apolitical stances. Because ‘image is everything’ when attracting foreign 

investment in the neoliberal context, national branding to the outside world is an 

important aspect of diplomatic efforts to market Gulf states to the 

global economy. 270  The capitalization off social media influencers has its 

precedence in Gulf states’ use of celebrities to promote tourism and a positive 

image of the culture abroad in order to challenge misconceptions and 

stereotypes about them. For example, high profile celebrities have visited 

Bahrain which has helped put Bahrain on the map for their millions of fans 

worldwide that may have never known that the small kingdom existed. In the 
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age of social media, Saudi Arabia has adopted a similar strategy in its attempt 

to rebrand the kingdom as a liberal, naturally rich and diverse tourist destination 

that offers an authentic desert experience like no other. Western women with 

millions of followers are increasingly in abayas posing in the middle of beautiful 

desert dunes and inviting their fans to rethink their perceptions of Saudi Arabia. 

Saudi has “enlisted the help of an NGO that hosts cultural exchanges, Gateway 

KSA, of which Prince Turki Al Faisal Al Saud is an executive member, as one 

method of bringing social media personalities to the country.”271 “If someone 

goes to Saudi Arabia and sees all the changes that are taking place in Saudi 

Arabia and how some Saudis particularly younger Saudis are enjoying 

themselves, of course they’re going to say that ‘this is great the Saudi state is 

changing it is liberalising’”, commented one of the influencers.272  

           While foreign social media influencers play an important role in boosting 

tourism for Gulf states, local influencers have the potential to play a crucial role 

in fostering positive public opinion advocating for Gulf states’ domestic and 

foreign policies through apolitical messaging. All Gulf states were quick to 

recognize the massive potential of influencers earlier on. “the first Arab Social 

Media Influencers Summit was held in Dubai, followed by Hashtag 

Kuwait Conference the same year. In Saudi Arabia, the MiSK Foundation has 

organized several forums on social media since 2013, like Shoof (Look Forum) 

and Mugharedoon (Tweeps Forum). These events bring together popular Gulf 

social media influencers with media entrepreneurs, business professionals, and 

religious scholars to discuss social media content creation, advertising, and 

social issues such as combating extremism on social media.”273 In Bahrain, the 

young influencer and activist Omar Farooq has gradually become the face of 

Bahraini liberalism through entertaining and educational digital content that 

promotes the government’s policies and awareness campaigns such as 

coronavirus safety measures, support of women’s rights, anti-war messaging, 

and prisoners’ legal rights and treatment in the Bahraini criminal justice system. 

Such harvesting of youth influencers’ energy and platforms ensures that Gulf 

states’ are well-aware and in tune with the concerns and aspirations of their 
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young populations and capable of reaching out to and integrating them into the 

decision-making process while it at once functions as an important pre-emptive 

measure to prevent the misuse of the political power this class of rhetors has in 

influencing public opinion. The concern over potential misuse stems from the 

recognition that despite intent, the lack of influencers’ political maturity and 

experience can be utilized by various sources including foreign or private 

sponsors towards achieving certain outcomes that could run contrary to Gulf 

states’ official policies.  

           The duality of functions civil societies and nonpolitical influential actors 

serve for advancing and impeding democratic decision-making in the Gulf is a 

matter Samuel P. Huntington alluded to in one of his work, albeit with more 

traditional social forces in mind. Aware of the contradictions and challenges of 

modernizing monarchies, Huntington wrote that: “The overthrow of entrenched 

traditional interests often requires the mobilization of new social forces into 

politics, and the second key capability required of a modernizing system is the 

capacity to assimilate into the system the social forces which result from 

modernization. In many instances there will be new social groupings, for 

example, entrepreneurs or urban workers, which did not exist in traditional 

society. At least equally important is the capacity of the system to incorporate 

traditional social groupings which acquire political consciousness during the 

process of modernization”.274 

           What Huntington proposes essentially is a rethinking of the very structure 

of the monarchy in order to cope with the pressing and unavoidable need to 

modernize in contemporary times. He acknowledges the centrality of the state 

and the inherent needs of the monarchic state to hold material power over 

society but also finds that it is no longer possible for the monarchy to ignore the 

formation of social groupings with political consciousness, who demand political 

representation and power to affect policy changes. These forces did not exist in 

traditional society and therefore the state found it easy to hold complete 

monopoly over power and decision-making, but the experience of 2011 has 

made it clear that is no longer the case.  
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           For Huntington, the modernizing monarchy is faced with three options.275 

It can either ignore the modernizing forces in society and further consolidates its 

power and carry on its reformist project isolated from society. It can also 

disperse political power and allow other forces in society to wield it. An example 

of that would be granting the parliament with real political power. Or 

alternatively, the state can expand power: it can hold on to its existing power 

while also allowing social forces such as civil society to function properly and 

granting citizens further political freedoms. In the latter case, the monarch can 

incorporate within its political body both modernists and traditionalists, and 

ensure that both are capable of representing their base. In doing so, the 

monarch creates a broad legitimizing base and receives support from multiple 

sources.276  

            Saudi Arabia is an example of this latter approach under Crown Prince 

Mohammed bin Salman (MBS).277 He has shown how a traditional monarchy 

can with relative success incorporate modernizing forces while still securing its 

legitimacy against religious segments who would otherwise be frustrated with 

the fast-paced liberalization of Saudi society. In a very short period of time, 

MBS has revoked many laws that undermine Saudi women’s freedom and 

allowed them the right to drive, work, and travel, and he opened up the country 

for secular tourism and foreign businesses. Kuwait’s predominantly traditional 

parliamentary make up continues to create political antagonism between 

modernizing social forces and the ruling establishment. Qatar and Oman’s 

centralization of power and lack of modernist representation at the government 

level is also creating frustration between a class of western-educated 

intelligentsia that confines its modernizing activities to social media under the 

state’s watchful eye. In the UAE the problem is quite the opposite with the 

government’s uncompromising and rapidly liberalizing political project that is 

largely dismissive of traditional social forces. Bahrain’s modernity problem is 

however more complex and will be detailed in the next chapter.  

           Shared amongst the Gulf monarchies’ modernization problem in the face 

of sociopolitical transformations since 2011 is the problem of national identity 

formation. For successful incorporation and assimilation of different social 
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forces under the state’s umbrella, it is imperative that different social forces find 

it in their collective interest to unite under the state and concede to its role as a 

neutral allocator of material and social resources as famously noted by Milton 

Esman. 278  If traditionally religion in places like Saudi Arabia and Qatar 

represented a basis for social coherence and unity and a source of legitimacy 

for the state, the modernization process, as well as transnational threats posed 

by extremist Islamist groups has necessitated the sidelining of the religious 

establishment.279 Even in Bahrain where the state is nominally secular, the sect 

still historically played a mobilizing factor for Sunnis to align themselves with the 

government, though it had a counter effect for the Shia population.280  

           If all Gulf states, and particularly those made up of diverse sects now find 

it more pressing to confine religion to the realm of the social and spiritual, then 

they must replace this unifying identity marker with the nation itself. A 

nationalism that can absorb diversity of thought, religious beliefs, and politics 

must therefore be created and solidified in order for the state to modernize 

uncontested and unopposed. If the sense of Khaleeji identity was once an 

approach preferred by policymakers in the Gulf, under which notions of shared 

culture, religion, and political systems were unifying factors, today this is 

increasingly becoming more difficult to build or defend. The very organization of                                                                                                                                        

the GCC is today increasingly fragmented and relentless political and cultural 

attacks states on either side of the conflict does not make it any easier to take 

for granted the persistence of a Khaleeji identity. Aware of that, and aware of 

the need to manufacture consent for probably controversial and unpopular 

decisions to engage in this sort of antagonism with neighboring countries such 

as the arguably destabilizing role of al-Jazeera or the support of opposition 

groups including the Muslim Brotherhood and to adopt diverging foreign policies 

or participate in conflicts, diplomatic or otherwise around the region, some GCC 

states today like Qatar find themselves in need to look elsewhere to build a 

sense of shared identity and destiny amongst their citizens through building a 

closer tie and shared ‘Muslim’ identity and destiny with Turkey for example or 

an inward Qatari identity instead of the previously shared Khaleeji identity and 

destiny, while other GCC states are building a closer tie and a sense of shared 
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destiny with neighboring states as became the case between UAE, Saudi and 

Bahrain. 

           Certainly, as Huntington notes, this is fundamentally contradictory and 

requires policy innovations because the monarchy as a political system is 

traditional and requires the absence of formalized political opposition and so the 

success of reforms and national identity formation means the end of the 

traditional political system.281 The question then becomes for the modernizing 

monarch in his quest for reform and national identity formation: “How does he 

escape being a victim of his own achievements? More importantly, from a 

somewhat broader viewpoint, are there any means which may exist for a less 

rather than a more disruptive transition from the centralizing authority needed 

for policy innovation?”282 

3.3 Post-2011 security/military dynamics and considerations 

           Up until 2011, although there were sporadic tensions between GCC 

states lurking underneath the surface, occasionally causing outbursts of 

moderate rifts, overall the security apparatus remained intact and operational 

for many of the functions for which it was founded. Territorial disputes and 

historical contempt was present, but overall members believed and acted as 

though the GCC for all its flaws, was indispensable for individual states’ 

security. Although cautious of Saudi Arabia’s prowess and domination over 

shaping the Gulf’s geopolitics, smaller member states acted in line with what the 

literature on international relations of small states observed about their strategic 

tendencies: they opted for cooperation with Saudi Arabia. Through the GCC, 

they have implemented a hedging strategy “based on a multilevel alliance 

model that prioritizes both protection and autonomy.”283 In doing so however, 

Gulf states remain cognizant of the need to make room to maneuver their 

alignment to Saudi geopolitics and they chose to simultaneously integrate 

bilaterally under the U.S. security umbrella.284 Essentially, the GCC was never 

the key guarantor of security for Gulf states as the military cooperation 

remained largely symbolic compared to cooperation with the U.S. and it was 

mostly limited to sporadic coordination and intervention when necessary. 
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Coordination in key security areas was for the most part not as expected among 

GCC member states since its inception and to date.  

           Despite these shortcomings of the GCC’s security apparatus, the overall 

security approach of member-states kept the region safe and its members 

capable of handling internal threats. However, the situation has rapidly changed 

in the last decade and now Gulf states are facing significant challenges as a 

result of that. The U.S. is no longer perceived by Gulf states as the reliable 

superpower ally it was, once under the Obama and more recently the Trump 

presidency. Even though the Gulf states’ concern with Obama lied in his 

openness towards Iran and his agreement on a nuclear deal which they found 

more threatening than Trump’s approach to the Middle East, there remains 

considerable concerns with Trump. Trump’s “inconsistent and rapidly shifting 

positions in the Middle East have injected a new element of chaos into an 

already volatile region and have left allies guessing where the United States 

stands and for how long.”285 This goes beyond Trump’s character; the electoral 

nature of the U.S. politics makes its relationship and support for the Gulf 

unreliable and subject to rapid and unpredictable changes.   

           I argue that the growing lack of confidence in the U.S.’s ability and 

willingness to provide security for the Gulf states has made it more pressing for 

the GCC states to rethink their security strategies. More uncertain and 

destabilizing was the transformation of the regional security landscape of the 

broader Middle East following the so-called Arab Spring. Amid the changes, 

influential Gulf states such as Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the UAE pursued 

proactive security strategies capable of reshaping regional dynamics in their 

favour. They became more politically, financially, and militarily involved in most 

areas of regional unrest and they “competed for influence in the power vacuum 

created by the dislocation of the regional order.”286 While on surface this had 

the potential of being an act of collective empowerment and fortification against 

regional unrest, the individual paths to securing a foothold in the region was 

carried out in competition with one another and with little regard to the GCC’s 

integrity as a security apparatus in the case of some actors. This was in many 
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ways a result of the “a lack of consensus among GCC states regarding the 

nature of internal threats and how to prioritize among them, thereby 

undercutting the alliance’s ability to develop a common understanding of 

durable patterns of amity and enmity, as well as a regional approach to the 

continuous challenges raised by current regional political developments.”287 

           Starting with the largest and most prominent GCC member state, Saudi 

Arabia, the foreign policy it had adopted after the events of 2011 constitutes a 

continuation of what the GCC has historically stood for and shows consistency 

with the security approach adopted since inception. Consistently, Saudi Arabia 

has perceived Iran as a principal threat facing Gulf states, stood against state 

and non-state actors supported by Iran. Saudi Arabia exerted a lot of pressure 

on Gulf states to align with its Iran policy288 and reduce any potential for 

infiltration anywhere in the Gulf because it saw it as paramount for the very 

fabric of the GCC as an institution and as an extension of the internal security 

needs of individual states. It has stood against the Muslim Brotherhood and 

supported the legitimacy of non-Gulf Arab allies such as Egypt, Yemen, 

Lebanon, and Jordan. This has reflected in Saudi Arabia’s choice of strategies 

in the post-2011 world. It has, as did other Gulf states, worked towards 

preventing the contagion of protest from reaching its shores, managed the 

processes in countries affected by the events of 2011 in accordance with its 

interests, and used the opportunities offered by the geostrategic shifts in the 

struggle for regional dominance.”289  

           To achieve the first of these objectives, Saudi Arabia worked with 

regional and international partners to tackle extremism at home and abroad and 

has been largely successful in curbing the influence of extremist scholars and 

containing the threat of domestic terror cells. In terms of managing outcomes of 

other Arab states, Saudi Arabia played a role supporting the legitimacy of 

President al-Sisi over the ousted Muslim Brotherhood affiliated President Mursi, 

they stood consistently against President Assad in Syria in support of some of 

the rebel groups on grounds of Syria’s alignment with Iran. Saudi Arabia also 

supported the legitimacy of President Hadi against the Iran-backed Houthi rebel 
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groups and played a large role in stabilizing the situation in Bahrain during 2011 

in line with the security arrangements of the GCC. 

           Aided with great familiarity with the culture, political values, and 

institutions of Arab states and growing military capabilities made possible 

through oil revenues, Saudi Arabia and other powerful Gulf states such as the 

UAE and Qatar demonstrated great abilities in being able to manage the 

regional environment in their favor.290 Unlike Saudi Arabia, what constituted a 

favorable security strategy for Qatar ran contrary to the interests of other 

member states, thereby situating Qatar in an adversarial position in relation to 

its neighbors. Qatar’s interesting ability to stand independently in spite of its 

smallness and regional positionality comes from a place of arguably misplaced 

sense of security about the internal security landscape and the perception that 

what threatens its neighbours does not threaten its own soil. From where the 

Qatari government stands, it has lived up to its social-contractual duty of 

“providing public security inclusively for Qatari citizens, whereby socio-

economic and physical security are the key dimensions of public security.”291 

The extraordinary living standards of the Qatari citizenry materializes in a 

general public satisfaction with the government and a high degree of civil-

societal apathy and tacit consent.292 Removed from politics and satisfied with 

their material conditions, the apathy of the Qatari citizenry allows the 

government to aggressively pursue unpopular foreign policies abroad and 

hypocritically champion progressive causes that it would never allow to manifest 

at its doorsteps. 

           With Qatar’s internal dynamics being as such, while Saudi Arabia 

prioritized stability and continuation of regional alliances, Qatar stood with 

controversial forces under the guise of standing on the “right side of history.”293 

Qatar supported the Muslim Brotherhood and offered refuge and support to 

their members across the regions, including backing President Mursi in 

opposition to Saudi Arabia’s position towards him. It offered about $8 billion in 

financial support during Mursi’s year in power, gave Egypt a favorable gas deal 

                                                        
290	Kostadinova,	Valentina.	(2015).	The	Gulf	Arab	Countries’	Foreign	and	Security	Policies	Post-Arab	Uprisings:	
Toward	Greater	Regional	Independence	of	the	Middle	East.	Gulf	Research	Centre	Cambridge,	Page	18.	
291	Krieg,	Andreas.	(2016).	“Gulf	Security	Policy	After	the	Arab	Spring:	Considering	Changing	Security	Dynamics”.	In:	
The	Small	Gulf	States:	Foreign	and	Security	Policies	before	and	after	the	Arab	Spring.	Khalid	S.	Almezaini,	Jean-Marc	
Rickli,	eds.	Routledge,	Abdingon,	Page	57.	
292	Ibid.	
293	Bilgin,	Abdul	Rezak.	(2018).	Relations	Between	Qatar	and	Saudi	Arabia	After	the	Arab	Spring.	Contemporary	Arab	
Affairs,	Vol.	11	(3),	Page	119.	



110 
 

to alleviate power shortages, and prepared plans to invest $18 billion over five 

years.294 It also backed competing rebel groups in Syria, further stifling the 

relationship with Saudi Arabia. Qatar’s foreign policy also diverged in regards to 

Tunisia and post-Gaddafi Libya. 295  Perhaps more alarmingly for its Gulf 

neighbours, Qatar has moved from limited cooperation with Iran to developing 

more diplomatic, economic, and security ties with the Iranian government. In 

2010, it established the Gas Exporting Countries Forum with Russia and Iran. 

After Saudi Arabia, UAE, and Bahrain boycotted Qatar the hopes that it would 

sever ties with Iran became unrealistic, as Iran was quick to seize the 

opportunity to get closer to Qatar through offering to supply food to prevent any 

shortages resulting from the ties severance with its neighbours,296 a move that 

later became a source of concern for Trump’s administration as it continued its 

maximum pressure policy on Iran. Furthermore, Qatar signed a transportation 

pact in 2017 to boost trilateral trade with Turkey and Iran, 297  further 

demonstrating its divergence from the GCC as a main security apparatus and 

declaring its intent to seek alliance elsewhere. 

           Qatar did not contend with political, security, and economic 

independence from the GCC but it also displayed aggression against its Gulf 

neighbours through its media apparatus al-Jazeera. Al-Jazeera’s role in 

propagating Qatari geopolitical interests at the expense of its neighbours was 

perceived as dangerous enough to warrant the quadruple countries (Saudi, 

UAE, Bahrain and Egypt) to explicitly call for al-Jazeera to be shut down as a 

prerequisite to normalizing relations with Qatar again. Qatar has invested 

heavily in al-Jazeera as a means to ‘put Qatar on the map’, and used as a 

marketing strategy for the wider Middle East and the Western world the slogan 

of “the opinion, and the other opinion.” Al-Jazeera’s willingness to openly 

broadcast controversial takes on geopolitics has revolutionized foreign policy 

engagement and the media landscape of the 21st century Middle East.298 

However, in hosting its Gulf neighbours’ radical oppositional forces led by 

figures such as Al-Thawaheri and Al-Qarathawi, and broadcasting harmful 
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propaganda about Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, al-Jazeera was perceived as a 

Qatari weapon to destabilize GCC member states’ domestic security and 

declaration that underlying tensions between Gulf states and Qatar have 

emerged to the surface of the geopolitical domain at full force. Al-Jazeera’s role 

in covering and instigating unrest since 2011 in the wider Middle East and later 

the Gulf itself has made it clear that for Qatar, al-Jazeera functions as a 

powerful soft power tool to wield regional power299 and influence at any cost.  

           Qatar was not alone in trying to overcome its smallness and dependence 

on Gulf states with whom it did not perceive itself as having enough 

commonalities or a sense of shared destiny to commit to its security. The UAE 

too, though without distancing itself from the GCC apparatus, also diversified its 

security portfolio and achieved substantial success in growing its regional 

influence with relative independence from other Gulf states.  To ensure 

resilience in the face of dangerous upheavals in the region, the UAE as did 

Qatar, invested in Sovereign Wealth Funds (SWFs) that function as 

safeguarding assets against unpredictable oil prices, but most importantly 

against the potential of western superpowers supporting oppositional forces at 

home300 should their interests in the region change in the future. Also similarly 

to Qatar, the UAE’s wealth has allowed it to secure itself from substantial 

opposition, though unlike Qatar, the Muslim Brotherhood represent a primary 

source for domestic instability for the UAE.  

           Being as such, the UAE found in Saudi Arabia’s approach towards the 

Muslim Brotherhood a durable alliance. Strengthening this alliance is the largely 

similar perceptions of Iranian threat between the UAE and Saudi Arabia. On the 

surface, the UAE has not so far been as resolute in its severance of ties with 

Iran to the same extent Saudi Arabia has because of historical economic 

relations that benefit its profitable maritime trade. That said, and at the expense 

of its economic interests which have suffered as a result of Iran increasing its 

banking and trading ties with Oman and Qatar, the UAE maintained a position 

closely aligned with that of Saudi Arabia and Bahrain.301 Furthermore, the UAE 

has supported the Saudi-led military operations in Yemen that began as an 

effort to curtail Houthi influence alongside the Yemen-Saudi border and evolved 
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into a regional war with a multitude of moving parts. Speculators warn of a 

falling out between Saudi Arabia and UAE due to the former’s primary concern 

with border security which led them to form an alliance with the al-Islah faction 

which is strongly opposed by the latter.302  However, areas of cooperation 

outside of the Yemen context make this reading of the conflict an 

oversimplification of the nature of relations between the two states which is best 

perceived as belonging to the same axis of power.  

           Unlike their GCC allies, Oman and Kuwait have a foreign policy of 

maintaining friendly relations with all neighbours, including Iran.303 The late 

Sultan Qaboos of Oman has always prioritized dialogue in his foreign policy 

approach to reduce regional tensions and attempted to broker a rapprochement 

between Iran and his GCC allies on several occasions.304 This has sporadically 

strained relations between Oman and its allies, such as when Oman hosted the 

back channel that had set the stage for the Nuclear Deal negotiations between 

the U.S. and Iran, and when Oman and Iran have organized joint military 

exercises in the Strait of Hormuz since 2011, as well as when both states have 

signed multiple trade and energy cooperation agreements. 305  In spite of 

negative perceptions of GCC allies of these acts of cooperation, they remain an 

expression of Oman’s commitment to maintain friendly relations in the region 

and its refusal to submit to pressure from any state. Kuwait in a relatively similar 

vein, has also sought to maintain the status quo of the GCC apparatus and 

ensure its longevity and resilience. It refused to take sides when the conflict 

between Qatar and its neighbours broke out in 2017, and it has worked 

relentlessly to restore friendly relations between all conflicted parties. In addition 

to maintaining the status quo, Kuwait has also worked towards normalizing 

relations with Iran despite the official position of the GCC. Late Emir Sabah 

visited Iran in 2014, which was the first incident of its kind since the Iranian 

revolution of 1979. Furthermore, in 2017 Kuwait has led a mediation effort to 

promote dialogue and cooperation between Iran and the Gulf states, in 

response to which President Rouhani stated that: “‘there are vast potentials for 

deepening and cementing relations between Iran and Kuwait in different 
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aspects that can be tapped for the two nations and the region to benefit 

from.”306 

Neither Kuwait nor Oman have thus far shown commitment nor interest 

in the proactive security approach of other GCC allies to make a print in the 

regional landscape and play a key role in managing its processes in the GCC’s 

favor. The pacifist, neutral stance both states have taken serve as a testimony 

that the GCC security apparatus as it stands today, is secondary at best for 

Kuwaiti and Omani policymakers as they navigate internal and external threats 

via bilateral arrangements with various regional and international powers of 

which GCC allies represent but one.  

           While Kuwait and Oman are stuck in a no man’s land, the rest of the 

GCC is not. 307  If during the establishment of the GCC, its foreign policy 

objectives and security strategies revolved around Saudi Arabia as the largest 

and most powerful member, the hyper-growth of the UAE and Qatar in recent 

decades both on the diplomacy and economic fronts has redefined the power 

dynamics of the GCC leading to a stronger alliance between Saudi Arabia and 

the UAE on the one hand and destabilizing political antagonism with Qatar on 

the other hand. The Saudi-UAE axis finds itself increasingly shouldering the 

burden of the Gulf security and has opted for further military cooperation and 

integration. Together, Saudi Arabia and the UAE had announced in 2017 the 

establishment of “a joint committee for cooperation and coordination in all 

military, political, economic, trade and cultural fields.”308 With the Saudi-UAE 

axis and Qatar’s alliance with hostile regional powers materializing rapidly in a 

bid for regional domination and influence, the present situation in the Gulf poses 

significant challenges and a pressing need for security reconfiguration on the 

level of the GCC as a whole, and more importantly for the Gulf’s most 

dependent and least resourceful member, Bahrain. In what follows, the often 

ignored particularities of Bahrain’s unique position in the Gulf are put into focus 

and presented from the lens of Bahraini policymakers. In centering the Bahraini 

state’s perspective in the Gulf security narrative, I hope to demonstrate the 
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volatile and symbolic nature of GCC alliances as they stand today, and evaluate 

the security options that meets Bahrain’s security needs going forward.  

 
CHAPTER FOUR: BAHRAINI DOMESTIC AFFAIRS PRIOR TO AND AFTER 

2011 
Aware of the changing domestic, regional and international sociopolitical and 

economic dynamics, Bahrain has found it imperative earlier on to adopt a 

proactive approach towards redesigning its political system in order to tackle the 

new challenges it found itself facing in this new era. Bahrain adopted a 

modernizing approach to its political system in an effort to comprehensively 

reform the infrastructure of the system as opposed to dealing with its social and 

political problems separately. Bahrain was the only state out of the six GCC 

states to carry out a public vote on an all-inclusive political reform program that 

was put forth by King Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa soon after his ascendance to the 

crown. The vote was carried out on 14 February 2001 and it has resulted in an 

astounding 98.4% approval rate in support of the transition to a constitutional 

monarchy. 309  It is worth noting that although the first election after the 

introduction of the political reform program which took place in 2002 enjoyed a 

large participation, it was also boycotted by some opposition (political and 

ideological) groups, however, most of those who boycotted the 2002 election 

participated in the 2006 elections and many of them won seats in their 

constituencies. While Kuwait’s experience with electoral politics is older and 

more established, the democratic model of Kuwait unlike that of Bahrain does 

not allow the formation of political parties or trade unions, and it lacks a 

comprehensive political program. 310 The National Action Charter (NAC), which 

is Bahrain’s political reform program that followed from the vote represented an 

institutional and reconciliatory approach to tackle structural problems in society, 

has given Bahrain some strategic advantage in dealing with the 2011 events, 

though this did not occur without a cost. In spite of the heavy cost the Bahraini 

state had to pay on the eve of 2011, the government saw that this political 

reform project still constituted a more rewarding approach than to simply 

maintain the status quo in a state characterized by long standing sociopolitical 

and economic grievances that needed to be addressed sooner rather than later. 
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However, in trying to tackle structural problems through state action, I argue 

that it has became clear to policymakers overtime that this project must also 

simultaneously and structurally address pressing issues such as sectarianism, 

transnational ideologies, and Islamist movements.  

Prior to the 2001 political reform program and the National Action 

Charter, there was a brief parliamentary experience in Bahrain that started from 

1973 and ended in 1975 by the government based on the State Security 

Measures act of 1974 after the government perceived that divisions in the 

parliament was creating a serious national rift and escalations that threatened 

the overall national security of the state. Opposition factions perceived this 

action as a direct threat to their demands that varied from calls for reform and 

transparency, to outright overthrow of the government in favour of Marxist or 

Islamist forms of governance by leftist and Shia Islamic blocs respectively. The 

divisions over the future of Bahrain and its democratic transition the communal 

escalation that ensued because of the conflicting views eventually led to the 

dissolution of the parliament which in turn created a sense of mistrust that 

lasted throughout the 27 years that followed the suspension of the 73 

parliament311. 

4.1 The 2001 political reform program  

           First, this section will outline the pillars of Bahrain’s ambitious political 

reform program in a chronological timeline in order to explain the Bahrain 

state’s perspective, positionality, and approach to the domestic, regional, and 

international landscape which deviates in important ways from that of its Gulf 

neighbours while at once necessitating strengthening alliances with key 

partners whose alignment is paramount for Bahrain’s own security objectives in 

the post-2011 world.  

           On the whole, through the pillars of this ambitious political reform 

program, the Bahraini state was concerned with expanding and organizing 

political rights, public freedoms, financial and administrative control bodies, 

transforming Bahrain into a constitutional monarchy, amending the constitution, 

creating parliamentary and municipality elections, distributing and separating 

powers between the judiciary, legislative and executive authorities, civil society 
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and NGOs and political parties and unions, as well as improving human 

rights.312 

           This political reform project has made Bahrain the first and only GCC 

state to legalize the formation of trade unions, NGOs, political associations, and 

grant the right to demonstrate. The establishment of the constitutional court 

reaffirmed that the newly introduced constitutional rights are protected by law 

and any citizen can appeal to court should they feel that their constitutional 

rights are violated. In 2017, Bahrain has also become the first GCC state to 

liberate the labor market and allow migrant workers full freedom to change their 

employers and become their own employers.313  These reforms have made 

Bahrain the first Arab state to reach Tier 1 according to the US department of 

State Trafficking in Persons (TiP) report in 2018314. The significance of these 

changes in Bahrain in comparison to the other GCC states is described by Gulf 

expert Katja Niethammer as follows:  

“What sets Bahrain apart most from the other GCC states, 
however, is the fact that since 2001, political party activism 
became legal in the kingdom… they file candidates for 
parliamentary and municipality elections, organize campaigns, 
write party programs, and debate politics in public events. Rather 
exceptional not only in the Gulf states but also within the wider 
Arab world is the fact that all political groups that registered were 
legalized.”315  

 

After these proposals were finalized and presented to the public, there were 

skeptical voices suspicious of the seriousness and validity of the reforms and 

their ability to create material changes to the structure of the political 

establishment. Some parties refused to engage with policymakers or show faith 

in the new King’s commitment to grassroots political reform. While some critics 

called for further focus on reasonable concerns such as fighting corruption, 

improving the economic conditions, creating more jobs, greater freedoms and 

more political participation, other critics focused on more radical demands such 

as the oust of foreign military bases, revoking monarchical power, and the 

allocation of more power to clergies. The state saw these radical demands as 
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being in direct contradiction with Bahrain’s tolerant and open society, as well as 

the state’s pro-western approach to domestic and regional security. “Bahrain 

has a very pluralistic political society in which diverse Sunni and Shi’ite Islamic 

groups, liberals, conservatives, and leftists compete for votes,” wrote 

Niethammer.316  

Bahrain’s diversity, historically perceived as a source of strength, has 

become at times a source of threat especially during upheavals and when 

transnational ideologies among other foreign threats begin to exploit grievances 

of less represented communities. Therefore, after presenting an outline of the 

reform project’s particularities, achievements, and its perceived potential for 

stabilizing Bahrain and moving it on a steady path towards democracy as 

policymakers had thought it would, in this section I will outline the ways in which 

Bahrain’s ideological and sectarian diversity have posed obstacles towards this 

end.  

           The political reforms proposed by the King addressed many of the 

moderate demands made by the opposition in a direct manner and presented 

practical proposals to address them through transforming infrastructure of the 

political system through a number of important stages. The discussion of these 

stages in what follows will serve to emphasize the political character of Bahrain 

prior to and after 2011 and how that informs the security options available to the 

Bahraini state. The first stage of political reform in Bahrain occurred after the 

early realization of the need to provide an atmosphere of public freedoms of 

expression that allows for positive participation by all segments of society 

across the political spectrum.317 Granting the freedom of expression without 

restrictions was conditioned to confinement within limits of law and in a manner 

that does not infringe on the freedoms of others, as well as religious beliefs or 

public safety. This necessary precondition for the expansion of the freedom of 

expression was birthed out of an understanding on part of the government of 

the delicate nature of social dynamics in Bahrain where this sort of freedom can 

cause further civil strife overtime. This step has preceded the NAC 

establishment for the purpose of ensuring the protection of an open national 

dialogue through numerous channels as a key starting point in drafting the 
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reform project based on feedback from various stakeholders, including 

opposition figures and representatives of multiple sects and cultural identities. 

           Another expression of the commitment to the inclusion of many 

stakeholders including those on the opposition end, is apparent in how Bahrain 

has allowed formerly exiled citizens the right to return and to freely participate in 

the political reform and its discussions. Indeed, King Hamad bin Isa announced 

on 5 February 2001 a General Amnesty Order by issuing Decree Law No. (10) 

for the year 2001 to grant amnesty for crimes related to national security that 

has led to the expulsion of many opposition figures, both Sunni and Shia in the 

past. Based on this decree, the local authorities released all political prisoners 

and detainees and allowed the return of citizens living outside Bahrain. The 

State Security Court and its laws were repealed according to Decree No. (4) of 

2001 regarding the abolition of the jurisdiction of the Special Court to consider 

crimes related to the external and internal security of the state. These measures 

saw great popular interaction, as Bahrain witnessed an unprecedented 

expansion in the number of conferences and public discussion sessions 

covering critical social and political issues without any official supervision or 

censorship. In the period between January 2000 to April 2003 alone there was 

about 239 seminars, conferences and public discussion forums dealing with 

various local and international issues which were testimonial to the democratic 

environment the new king has hoped to foster under his reign.318 
           As a result of this popular response and the outputs of national dialogue 

discussion seminars that sought to promote and reinforce public freedoms, 

many of the suggestions made by stakeholders helped inform the proceeding 

reform stages beginning with the National Action Charter itself. The NAC 

stipulated in the fourth article of the first chapter that: “Every citizen has the right 

to express his opinion by saying, writing, or any other way of expressing opinion 

or personal creativity.”319 The Constitution amendments in 2002 also stated in 

many articles that it guarantees the freedom of expression and enhances the 

role of the press. As article (23) stipulates for example that “freedom of 

expression and scientific research are guaranteed, and everyone has the right 

to express his opinion and publish it by saying, writing or otherwise, this is in 
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accordance with the terms and conditions specified by the law, without 

prejudice to the foundations of the Islamic faith and the unity of the people, and 

in a manner that does not provoke division or sectarianism.” 320  The 

constitution’s reference to sectarianism is a testimony to policymakers’ 

recognition of this problem as a source of threat to national unity and the 

political system of Bahrain. It is also a testimony to their commitment to address 

them and ensure that they do not stand in the way of the new era promised by 

the King and articulated through the NAC. 

           In addition to granting freedom of speech and offering amnesty to those 

in political exile, freedom of press was another important pillar of the reform 

program as per Decree by Law number (27) issued on 23 October 2002 

regarding the press, printing and publishing. This is in addition to many other 

relevant articles extending freedom of speech such as article (27), which states 

that the press “performs its mission freely and independently, and aims to 

create a free environment for the development of society and its advancement 

with informed knowledge and contributes in finding better solutions in all matters 

relating to the interests of the nation and citizens.” Article (28) also states that: 

“Newspapers may not be confiscated, suspended, or revoked without a court 

order,” and article (29) states that: “journalists are independent and no one has 

any authority over them in performing their work other than the law”. Finally, 

article (30) states that: “an opinion issued by a journalist or the correct 

information he publishes may not be a reason to prejudice his security, and it is 

not permitted to compel him to divulge his information sources, in accordance 

with the law.”321  

           In order to promote human rights, enhance the empowerment of women 

and offer a functional legal framework to protect the rights of all citizens and 

residents regardless of gender, creed, or legal standing, the political reform 

program has established the institutions that supports them. This was followed 

by the issuing of the trade union law in 2002, which includes a number of 

principles aimed at promoting human rights, such as the right to strike as a 

means to defend the rights and interest of workers.322 Additionally, the King has 
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established the Supreme Council for Women in 2001, which was an important 

step for Bahraini women as it helped enhance their participation in public life, 

integrated the effort of different women groups into comprehensive 

development programs, and protected many vulnerable women from 

discrimination. The Supreme Council for Women offers protection and legal 

advice for many women, including those affected by domestic violence, divorce, 

and poverty. It also supports and promotes the participation of women in high 

profile state apparatuses such as the Ministry of Defense and the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs.323  

           Furthermore, the amended constitution included significant articles that 

translated the principles of human rights into a written commitment to ensure 

that these valuable human rights are protected and guaranteed by law, such as 

Article (19) a. which stipulates that “personal freedom is guaranteed under law,” 

b. “a person cannot be arrested, detained, imprisoned or searched, or his place 

of residence specified or his freedom of residence or movement restricted, 

except under the provisions of the law and under judicial supervision,” and c. “a 

person cannot be detained or imprisoned in locations other than those 

designated in the prison regulations covered by health and social care and 

subject to control by the judicial authority.”324  

           After 2000 the ruler of Bahrain issued a decree forming the Supreme 

National Committee on the 22 November composed of 46 members and 

representing different segments of society. The key objective was to draft the 

general outlines of the NAC. The main outcomes and principles that came in the 

NAC draft was subsequently voted on in a general referendum and they were 

as follows:325  

• Adoption of a bicameral (two-chamber) parliamentary system; 

• Full and equal political rights for women; 

• Fulfilling the constitutional institutions such as: Constitutional Court, 

National Audit Office for Financial and Administrative Supervision Over 

all Governmental Bodies, Public Prosecution Office, all as independent 

bodies. 
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           The essence of the reform program was characterized by a number of 

principles and conceptions that underpin the establishment of these vital 

institutions such as:326 

• Justice as the basis of government, equality, the rule of law, freedom, 

security, knowledge, social solidarity, equal opportunities for citizens, are 

principles that the state guarantees.  

• The rule of law and the independence of the judiciary system via 

establishing or supplementing the required judicial bodies stated in the 

constitution, which clearly emphasize on the separation between the 

three authority branches of judiciary, legislation and executive.  

• Ensuring personal freedom and equality among citizens, most 

importantly the freedom of belief, the right to work and participation in 

public affairs.  

• The establishment of a parliament consisting of two chambers, one of 

them is via direct and free elections (Majlis Al-Nuwwab) and the 

members of the other chamber (Majlis Al-Shura) are appointed based on 

their experience, specialty or minority status.  

           The separation of powers is stated in article 32 of the constitution: “The 

system of government rests on a separation of the legislative, executive and 

judicial authorities while maintaining cooperation between them in accordance 

with the provisions of this Constitution. None of the three authorities may assign 

all or part of its powers stated in this Constitution. However, limited legislative 

delegation for a particular period and specific subject(s) is permissible, 

whereupon the powers shall be exercised in accordance with the provisions of 

the Delegation Law.”327  

           The independence of the judicial system was also clearly stated in the 

Constitution such as article (104) a. “the honour of the judiciary, and the probity 

and impartiality of judges, is the basis of government and the guarantee of 

rights and freedoms.” b. “no authority shall prevail over the judgment of the 

judge, and under no circumstances may the course of justice be interfered with. 

The law guarantees the independence of the judiciary, and the law shall lay 

down the guarantees of judges and the provisions pertaining them.” As for 
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courts and litigation procedures, these constitutional principles were 

incorporated in article (105) c. “court hearings shall be held in public except in 

exceptional cases prescribed in law” and article (20) c. “an accused person is 

innocent until proved guilty in a legal trial in which he is assured of the 

necessary guarantees to exercise the right of defense at all stages of the 

investigation and trial in accordance with the law.” e. “Every person accused of 

an offence must have a lawyer to defend him with his consent.” f. “The right to 

litigate is guaranteed under the law.”328 

           As such, the NAC served as an official social contract between the King 

and the people and a renewal of allegiance (Bai’a) and a recognition of the 

legitimacy of the system.329 All these principles, notions and institutions were 

affirmed in the amended constitution issued on 14 February 2002 and its 

explanatory memorandum that were later incorporated into special laws and 

legislation.330  

           As a result, Bahrain witnessed a notable increase in the number of 

registered NGOs from 100 in 1999 to more than 566 in 2019331 which has 

allowed civil society to go through a renaissance where it has flourished and got 

involved in all sort of political and social matters. Most notably, the first 

municipality elections after the NAC was approved were held on 9 May 2002, 

and the first parliamentary elections since 1973 were held on 24 October 2002 

and the Shura Council members were appointed on 20 November 2002, which 

demonstrate the complete conviction and desire to form and give power to 

institutions which implement the new constitutional principles almost 

immediately.332 However, in spite of this commitment and the expansive range 

of legal tools to enforce it, underlying structural issues that had existed prior to 

the reign of King Hamad were bound to surface and in some instances intensify 

in times of upheaval as I demonstrate in the following discussion. 

4.2 Bahraini affairs on the eve of 2011 

           In spite of the government’s commitment to expanding freedoms and 

reforming the political system, that did not prevent the explosive events of 2011 
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from reaching the shores of Bahrain in 2011 and dramatically altering the 

course of its domestic and regional affairs ever since. The question that the 

government found itself presented with is how did the events of 2011 reach the 

only state out of all six GCC states that had put forth a committed political 

reform program, and which enjoys relatively more rights, freedoms, and access 

to participation in the political and public affairs? For the government, it seemed 

especially baffling because the unemployment rate in 2011 was at 4% in 

Bahrain 333  compared to 7.9% for advanced economies, 334  and the gross 

domestic product (GDP) per capita in 2011 was $24,080 335  in Bahrain 

compared to $3,192 in Syria336, $4,257 in Tunisia337, $3,077 in Egypt338, while in 

Oman –a GCC state- it was $22,727.339 That is not to say that there weren’t any 

turbulences in the other GCC states or even in Bahrain prior to 2011, though 

none matched the sheer scale of events in the small kingdom.  

           By early February 2011, calls for demonstrations began to surface on 

social media as a call to build on the momentum of events that took place in 

Tunisia and Egypt which led to the toppling of both Tunisian President Zine El-

Abidine Ben Ali and shortly after, the Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak.  

Although the early stages of the demonstrations in Bahrain had no clear political 

or sectarian leanings, a closer look at movements that took lead in negotiations, 

setting demands, and ultimately controlled protestors paints a different image of 

what had occurred in 2011. Although some protest demands were moderate, 

such as the call for a fully elected parliament rather than the current bicameral 

system of an elected parliament and appointed upper house, this demand 

existed before 2011 and it was made mostly by Shia clerics. 

           After the demands of protestors became no longer about economic and 

social justice and began to explicitly call ousting the government, abolishing the 

constitution and establishing an Islamic Republic, another segment of the 
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society protested in large numbers on 21 February 2011 against these radical 

demands. This was a watershed moment and marked an alarming division 

between Bahrainis that never manifested on such a large scale. The decision of 

most of Shi’a MPs to resign from parliament in protest has exacerbated 

sectarian tensions as they spilled over from the street to the parliament 

representing all of society. As protests intensified and increased in violence, the 

government called for the support of the GCC Peninsula Shield forces to 

activate its mandate and protect Bahrain’s vital sites against any possible 

external intervention, and so the GCC Peninsula Shield entered Bahrain on 14 

March 2011.340 

           Violence and protests were escalating and led to an increased number of 

casualties among civilians and police forces.341 A decision by King Hamad was 

made to form an independent committee formed by independent and 

internationally recognized experts and the committee was formed and chaired 

by a distinguished law professor and United Nations consultant Professor Cherif 

Bassiouni, who said about the formation of this committee: “this is a unique 

historic and social event because, also for the first time, a government, that is 

still in power, agrees to open all its files, subject itself to criticism, and to 

facilitate the work of those who seek to evaluate its performance and to identify 

its faults. This is despite the sensitivity of the situation in the country in which an 

atmosphere of mutual mistrust and social unrest prevails, and despite the 

consequences that could arise out of this inquiry.”342  

           Throughout these events the Crown Prince and the government on 

separate occasions called for a national dialogue between all stakeholders in 

order to address all concerns, reach national consensus and end the conflict. 

The opposition leaders did not accept these calls and to the contrary they 

escalated the intensity of protests and demands. On this matter Prof. Bassiouni 

said “HM King Hamad approved that HRH the Crown Prince engage in 

negotiations with various political parties with a view to reach a peaceful 

resolution to the unfolding situation in Bahrain. Notwithstanding the best efforts 

of HRH the Crown Prince, negotiations to reach a political solution were not 
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successful. The Commission is of the view that if the initiative and proposals of 

HRH the Crown Prince had been accepted at the time it could have paved the 

way for significant constitutional, political and socio-economic reforms and 

precluded the ensuing negative consequences.”343  

           In its findings, the Committee pointed out that sectarian division was a 

disruptive factor and that confrontations with the police forces contributed to the 

escalation of violence and sectarian clashes between civilians which took place 

in many venues. “The forceful confrontation of demonstrators involving the use 

of lethal force led to the death of civilians. This caused an increase in public 

anger, increased the number of persons participating in protests, and led to a 

palpable escalation in their demands. As protests continued into mid-March 

2011, the general state of security in Bahrain deteriorated considerably. 

Sectarian clashes were reported in a number of areas, attacks on expatriates 

took place, violent clashes occurred between students at the University of 

Bahrain and other educational institutes, and major thoroughfares were blocked 

by protestors. This situation led the government to declare a State of National 

Safety on 15 March 2011,” said the Bassiouni report. 344 “The Commission 

received sufficient evidence to support the finding that Sunnis were targeted by 

some demonstrators, either because they professed loyalty to the regime or on 

the basis of their sectarian identity. Sunnis were subjected to verbal abuse, 

physical attacks and attacks on their private property as well as harassment,” it 

added.345  

           Religious leaders, both Sunni and Shia, have made the sectarian 

divisions worse as they mobilized and charged their bases with inflammatory 

speeches and narratives that framed the conflict as though it was existential 

and demanded the exclusion of the other for one’s own survival. At the same 

time, Iranian officials’ statements including those of the Iranian Supreme Leader 

Ayatollah Khamenei during these events showed support for the 

demonstrations which had intensified the impact of sectarianism and further 

agitated the government and the Sunni population. Some of the non-Bahraini 

Shia clergy such as Abdulhadi Madrasi called for the use of violence in Bahrain 

as the only way to achieve the protests’ objectives, and this has marked the 
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intensifying role of transnational ideologies, and more specifically the ideology 

of “wilayat al-faqih.” This ideology grants the Iranian Supreme Leader as the 

“wali al-faqih” supreme authority over subjects in matters relating to religion, 

society and politics regardless of his subjects’ nationalities or places of 

residence.346 

           Abdullah Yateem explains in his article titled Religion, Identity and 

Citizenship in Bahrain: The Predicament of Shia Fundamentalism in Bahrain347 

that the social changes that occurred in Bahrain especially how Shia schools 

such as “Akhbari” (traditional) were overtaken by “wilayat al-alfaqih” and 

became a dominant ideology associated with twelver imamate Shia Islam. 

Yateem explains how traditional religious institutions such as ḥawzat (sing. 

ḥawza, Shi’a religious training centres) and mātam (mourning centres) have 

worked alongside political movements and organizations which has deepened 

the sectarian divisions because it was seen as infringing upon the character and 

culture of the Arabian Gulf, and introducing transnational ideological 

attachments to foreign powers such as Iran. 348 “It is worth noting in this regard 

that all these transnational religious authorities endowed themselves a halo of 

exaggerated sanctity that sometimes amounts to divinity,” he explains. 349  

The relative independence of the Shia religious establishment from the 

state has added to its position a measure of strength and more influence on 

society. The influence of the religious establishment in the Shia community 

outweighs the influence of the Sunni religious establishment in its community. 

This sort of community formation in a religio-social sphere forms a contradiction 

within the Shia national identity as it oscillates between an affiliation to the state, 

its institutions, and laws and an affiliation and submission to the clergy.  

           The shia political movement in Bahrain can be broadly categorized as 

two currents: the missionaries and the fundamentalists. The missionary current 

differs from the fundamentalist current in that it adopts a revivalist reading of 

Islamic jurisprudence and embraces attempts at innovation and reformism. 

Although this current refuses the wali al-faqih doctrine of Iran and perceives it 

as prohibited to enact a Shia state, it is adopted by a mere 10-15% of Bahrain’s 
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Shia and has few leaders operating today such as Hussain al-Fuhaid.350 The 

remaining majority of the Shia population in Bahrain follows the fundamentalist 

current, which prospered since the Safavid state and spread to Iraq and later 

Bahrain. Among the important clerical figures that the fundamentalist current 

adheres to are the following:  Al-Sistani and Al-Khamanaei in Iran, as well as al-

Sadr and Muhammad al-Muddarrasi in Iraq.351 As for the political movements 

that were birthed out of this current, they are as follows. The cornerstone for the 

development of Shia Islamist movement began with the establishment of a 

religious society under the name of al-Da’wa in Iraq which grow its influence 

among religious student in the city of Najaf and among them were several 

Bahraini students that “enrolled in the party or were politically socialized by 

associating with its activists and sympathizers. They transported al-Da’wa to 

Bahrain by giving a precise ideological framework to a group of some twenty 

young religious activists in their twenties”.352 In 1968 it took the form of an 

informal religious society called Taw’iya al-Islamiya and was officially 

recognized by the government of Bahrain in 1972 under the same name.353 This 

society has later evolved and integrated with the Iraqi-born Da’wa movement 

which in Bahrain is led by the spiritual leader of the dissolved al-Wefaq party, 

Isa Qassim, as well as others.  

           As the strongest and most prominent Shia Islamist movement, al-Da’wa 

has engaged in repeated confrontations with the government since the 1970s, 

and it continues to play an active role in social and charitable organizing among 

the Shia community under the guise of various non-political projects.354 More 

radical Shia Islamist parties include the Islamic Front for the Liberation of 

Bahrain led by Hadi al-Madrasi, which has openly called for the ousting of the 

Bahraini government in 2011, and the London-based and Iran-funded Bahrain 

Freedom Movement which has made similar calls and lobbied intensively for 

this objective in London especially in 2011. The political expansion of Shia 

Islamism in Bahrain was a reflection of broader ideological developments in the 

region as whole. On the one hand, the growing popularity and appeal of 
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communism and pan-Arabism under the leadership of Jamal Abdulnasser in 

Egypt has posted a serious thread of transnational ideological infiltration in the 

Gulf, to which Gulf states responded by allowing political Islam to pose itself a 

socially acceptable alternative. The other ideological development was the 

Islamic revolution of 1979 that led to the proliferation of political Shia Islamic 

thought, to which Bahrain was not insulated and saw the emergence and 

mobilization of the above-mentioned movements on an unprecedented scale 

that continues to pose a threat to date.  

           The Bahraini Sunni Islamic political movements on the other hand are 

mostly divided between the “Muslim Brotherhood” and the “Salafi” movements 

although not all Sunni relate to them or their ideologies. The two main Sunni 

Islamist societies are the National Islamic Platform Society or al-Minbar, and the 

Islamic Authenticity Society or al-Asala. Al-Minbar follows the ideology of the 

Muslim Brotherhood political movement that is based in and originated from 

Egypt while al-Asala follows a hardliner traditional Salafi ideology that pressure 

at times the government in terms of policies pertaining to Islamic jurisdiction or 

sectarianism. The two societies gradually developed but later felt threatened in 

reaction to the Iraq war of 2003 that left many Sunnis feeling defeated, 

vulnerable to continued sectarian attacks and humiliated with the rise of the 

Shia bloc in Iraq following the 2005 elections and the radical Sadri current that 

influenced many Bahraini Shias as well.355 The antagonization of Shias that is 

characteristic of these two parties was made worse following worsening 

relations with Iran, and “the corresponding sense of Sunni decline that was 

manifested in the U.S. siege of Fallujah.”356 Consequently, both societies have 

a number of hardliner Islamists whose stance against Bahraini Shias and vice 

versa posed a threat to domestic security and fuelled sectarian tensions prior to 

and after 2011. The Muslim Brotherhood affiliated former MP Mohammed 

Khalid for example vocally spoke against democracy as a force that drives 

sectarianism because it could empower Bahraini Shias and he called for 

increased collaboration between the two Islamist societies against Shia 

Bahrainis.357 Mohammed Khalid commonly “described Shias as infidels and 

implied they were traitors who are loyal to Iran instead of Bahrain. His sectarian 
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tweets enraged many in the Shia community who requested that the authorities 

take action”358 and he was ultimately removed from power in the mid-2010s.  

           The Salafi al-Asala society has also witness a rise of hardliner adherents 

who have drowned the more moderate voices within the party overtime as 

evidenced by the removal of a prominent Salafi member from the board 

following his invitation to al-Wefaq leader Ali Salman to his home as a gesture 

of cooperation and tolerance in 2004.359 Following 2011, the sectarian and 

politically charged rhetoric of some Sunni public figures “occupied a central 

position in the public discourse as those influential figures and others with 

similar leanings were interviewed in Salafi channels like Wesal and Safa TV 

which served as fertile ground for extremist discourse to form and flourish”360 in 

response to radical Shia rhetoric, actions and demands following 2011. While 

“Salafi” political movements are relatively young, they have gained some 

influence though unlike their Shia counterparts they are inclined to side with the 

legitimacy of the existing political system and express a commitment to maintain 

it while still pushing the government to adopt pro-Islamist policies.  The “Muslim 

Brotherhood” wing of Bahrain, although –originated from Egypt- and the Shiite 

Islamic political movements that follows wilayet al-faqih such as “Hezb Al 

Da’wa” –originated from Iraq- did not entirely abandon the idea of establishing 

an Islamic state, they had postponed this political goal for tactical reasons.361  

4.3 Navigating the post-2011 ambitions of regional powers 

           After this overall view of the Islamic political movements in Bahrain and 

their domestic and regional influences, an examination of the challenges that 

the Bahraini state identifies after the events of 2011 follows. It first must be 

noted that although many of the challenges and threats facing the six GCC 

states may be similar in character, the abilities, structures and approaches of 

each Gulf state differs and determines the actual risk level posed by these 

challenges. These include financial strengths, population diversity, strength of 

political movements and their regional affiliations and homogeneity of national 
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identities. According to Gabriel Almond in his work titled The Politics of the 

Developing Areas,362 political systems come in different forms that are designed 

and structured to perform specific functions, differentiating between the 

structures and political systems required for developed and developing 

countries in accordance to the functions and goals they want to achieve. Hence, 

each state tries to adopt a political system that helps it deal with its current and 

future challenges, as the political system’s mission is to absorb that and push 

the forces of society to reach equilibrium, which allows it to avoid crisis and 

accommodate changes, and enables it to deal flexibly and efficiently with the 

expected challenges in the future. On the other hand, any political system that 

is incapable of understanding domestic, regional and international 

developments will find itself in a place where it makes decisions and adopt 

wrong policies that affect its rule and capacity to run the state effectively. 

           That is why each of the six GCC states adopted a unique political system 

that represents its own characteristics and reflect its national, regional and 

international affiliations and their own threat perceptions of new challenges in 

the post-2011 world. They found themselves pressured to be highly competitive, 

flexible and dynamic in their political and military development to face the 

changing regional and international landscape.  

           Trapped between its own political project and the transnational projects 

of other much larger influential states with greater capabilities, with very 

restricted ability to influence other states policies and inadequate manoeuvring 

capacity, the Bahraini state has found itself increasingly pressured to 

reconfigure its political and security approach to tackle the complexity of its 

position. It had to build its political system, deal with its domestic and regional 

challenges while maintaining its best interest and survival as a small state in a 

very difficult regional landscape. While Bahrain’s strong diplomacy and alliance-

building capabilities gave it some strategic importance for regional and 

international powers, its ability to influence the regional scale of power in its 

favour remained limited due to its size and limited economic resources relative 

to its allies and foes. As such, Bahraini policymakers have conceded to the 

need to remain reliant on its regional allies in the GCC states especially in the 

light of continued Iranian interference. For the state, as long as sectarianism 

and transnational ideologies remain unsolved, its external security concerns 
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and domestic stability will depend on how aware, prudent and flexible the state 

is in forming its alliances and political strategies while constantly walking in a 

minefield. 

           This has caused the Bahraini state a similar modernization dilemma to 

the one noted by Huntington in the previous chapter: How does Bahrain expand 

power and grant it to social groups, when many social groups are tied up to 

foreign groups that threaten Bahrain’s security? Or alternatively, how does 

Bahrain concentrate power while still promoting a convincing modernizing 

project? This dilemma has put the Bahraini state in a situation where it is forced 

to choose between two opposing approaches to modernity that would 

dramatically alter the shape of its political system and domestic policies. Should 

Bahrain continue with its political reform program that started in 2002 while 

sectarianism and the influence of transnational ideologies remains undealt with, 

a repetition of 2011 is highly likely because it would be as though no progress 

has been made to tackle the root causes of the violent protests. On the other 

hand, should Bahrain reconcile with the radical demands and approach to 

domestic politics that some Islamist political movements have called for, this will 

jeopardize the current alliance formation with neighbouring GCC states as well 

as its pro-western approach, and push Bahrain more towards the Iranian axis. 

           With both approaches to modernity posing a serious threat to the 

longevity of Bahrain’s political establishment and undermining the bases for 

unity and progress, Bahrain so far maintained its strategy to the question of 

regional alliances as guarantors of safety should either worse scenarios 

materialize in the future. This leaves the state with two security options 

considering its key objective of securing Bahrain’s stability and interests. The 

first possible security approach for Bahrain is to build on the current security 

apparatus that Bahrain is part of and continue to deepen its relation with the 

GCC states in order to maximize the security provision it can secure as well as 

cooperation on the military and economic front.  The second possible approach 

for Bahrain is to pursue a more solo security strategy and abandon the GCC’s 

security apparatus, which may represent a worst-case scenario for the small 

kingdom. In ways similar to how the isolation of Iraq post-Saddam Hussein has 

shifted Iraq’s alliance eastward towards Iran, Bahrain too would not withstand 

isolation from its Gulf neighbors and would fall prey to Iran’s geopolitical 

ambitions. This scenario would make Bahrain part of the Iranian bloc that 
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currently includes Syria, Lebanon, Iraq and Houthis in Yemen. This scenario 

would also undermine and jeopardize Bahrain’s bilateral alliances with world 

superpowers such as the United States and the United Kingdom. With these 

two approaches being the only options facing Bahrain, it is understandable why 

from the perspective of its policymakers, the first of these is critical for Bahrain’s 

security.  

4.4 National identity building as a broad framework to address challenges 

identified by the Bahraini state 

           However, if the above mentioned security option was capable of 

mitigating relatively well the likelihood of military confrontation with external 

powers, it still does not address threats that the political reform project did not 

tackle comprehensively on a domestic level, which had in turn helped shape the 

form of the 2011 events. The Bahraini state, through its rhetoric, policies, and 

security strategies identifies these as being the prevalence of transnational 

ideologies such as wali al-faqih and the Muslim Brotherhood ideologies, the 

politicization of Islam among certain movements, and sectarianism. At the heart 

of these three threats, I argue based on the interviews I present in chapter 5, is 

a question of national identity, or rather absence of a coherent marker unifying 

the diverse communities and political aspirations of Bahraini society.  

           Conceptually, the idea of a national identity relates to self-perceptions 

and perceptions of one’s relation to the state and the rest of the world. It is not 

objective, nor generalizable because of the multitude of ways citizens choose to 

identify with and express their relationship to their country. That said, every 

nation has a number of unifying markers that members of the community see 

and immediately recognize as an expression of their locality. Other than the 

markers of language, religion, traditions and perceptions of kindness and hard 

work that Bahraini recognize in one another, there are a few positive markers of 

national identity that exist in the Bahraini imagination which pertain to political 

culture. However, a weak national identity that is often threatened by 

fragmented identities that conflict or overrides the unified national identity which 

some segments of the society might identify themselves with whether it be a 

religious group or ethnic group then any political reform program will face 

serious obstacles because some of these overriding identities might at some 

point conflict with the state’s identity which creates a political conflict and 

serious disruptions to the state’s identity and cohesion. Bahrain is an open 
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society that celebrates its diversity, freedom of expression, beliefs and religious 

tolerance, and yet an inclusive, strong and shared foundation of a unified 

national identity must be established on the basis of constitutional rights and 

duties, shared national interests and integrity of the law.  

           Although the comprehensive political reform project was developed with 

a commitment to the freedom of expression, integrity of the law, and an 

openness to progressive opposition, as long as some of the radical Islamic 

political movements and sectarian clerics as part of the Bahraini society do not 

fully recognize nor act as though this project is legitimate and inclusive of their 

diverse politics, sect and transnational identities, then it cannot fulfill its 

objectives without serious domestic turbulences. In other words, only when the 

state, its constitution, institutions and its unified national identity are considered 

legitimate to all segments of society, and Bahrainis at large believe in the 

legitimacy of the project and trust its various apparatuses to achieve justice and 

equality for them regardless of sect, religion, and gender, and only then, would 

this ambitious modernization of the political system would reach its full potential, 

and political markers of Bahrain’s national identity would become capable of 

transforming local politics. Only then, as well, would sectarian mobilization and 

transnational ideologies lack the fertile ground to recruit amongst the ranks of 

society individuals who serve their agendas. This recognition of self-inscription 

into the political body of the nation requires both the state and society to 

compromise and find middle grounds, without allowing for transnational 

ideologies to override the national identity. The state would need to give 

assurances that no extra-judicial limitations of freedoms would take place so 

long as social actors communicate and address their concerns and political 

aspirations within legitimate state channels, and social actors would need to 

commit to confining their political activities and expressions to the permissible 

frameworks that ensure public safety and social cohesion.  

           The imagining, creating, and strengthening of a Bahraini national identity, 

therefore, must precede any attempt at tackling those three fundamental 

challenges to the domestic security of Bahrain because without it, any attempt 

at modernizing is bound to stand face to face with these factors, unable to move 

past them. What is meant by a national identity in this context is not that citizens 

should be assimilated into the dominant groups’ cultures, beliefs, and political 

leanings. But rather, to create a multicultural environment where all these 
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variables can find their expressions under the banner of a unified Bahrain. This 

sort of multiculturalism allows for diversity to flourish insofar as none of its 

manifestations come at the expense of or supersede Bahrain’s national identity 

as is arguably the case today. As things stand today with individual cultures and 

political beliefs taking precedence over the latter, the question of political 

participation is rather complicated.  

           According to Mohamed Noman Galal in his book Political System of 

Bahrain Reform in the Context of National Identity,363 during the period of static 

and firm political system –from the early 1970s to 1999- a political vacuum was 

created and intensified the problem of political participation and affiliation. This 

is because opposition groups were largely affiliated with and envisioned a 

politics and ideology that came from all around the Arab and non-Arab world. 

This type of imported politics ran contrary to the established political culture of 

Bahrain and the informal largely communal type of political participation 

prevalent in society. These transnational ideologies, with their little regard to 

sectarian sensitivities have deepened sectarian divides which has 

encompassed political, social, and professional fields of all sorts. It was as 

though suddenly; sect became a key marker of identity. Because of this, the 

question of addressing national identity continues to haunt policymakers in 

Bahrain and hinders the prospects for building a progressive, dynamic and 

inclusive political system.  

           The concept of the ‘state’ in its comprehensive, institutional sense is 

among the most ambiguous concepts in the Arab consciousness. This is 

because at once Arabs imagine themselves as part of an Islamic umma 

extending beyond their borders which do not correspond to the natural 

extension of their identity, language or culture, while at once they find 

themselves in a world that only recognizes national borders that made their way 

to their consciousness too and allowed for a sense of nationalism to manifest 

while at once struggling to reconcile that with the umma and the Arab world as a 

primary political and social unit. 364  The centrality of citizenship to the 

propagation of a national identity makes it a vital site for identity reconstruction. 

Citizenship eliminates religious and ideological dimensions of individuals as 
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political actors. They are citizens, and for that they are subjects of the state 

legally, politically, and socially and yet citizenship has become tied up to these 

dimensions because of historical processes discussed in earlier chapters. 

           As such, Galal argues that the process of political modernization is not 

an easy process: “developing countries –like Bahrain- are rich in historical, 

political, social and cultural heritage and inherent, making the process of 

political modernization faces obstacles, challenges and even resistance from 

many forces […] that finds in the process of modernization a threat to its 

interests. A country with a strategic location like Bahrain adds even more 

difficulties and obstacles.”365 This is of course in addition to the key obstacles of 

sectarianism, transnational ideologies, and Islamist movements. Tackling the 

first of these, sectarianism, has the greatest potential to ensure success of the 

political modernization process because its prevalence affects every level of the 

state’s institutions, politics and social relations. With almost every political issue 

that emerges in Bahraini society, regardless of whether it is cross-sectarian in 

nature or reflective of class struggle, sectarianism quickly becomes the line 

along which these issues are articulated and popularized in the public 

imaginary. The securitization of the public discourse around these political 

issues increases the propensity to violence and creates further challenges to 

reconciliation and effective policymaking.366  

           Sectarianism therefore directly threatens Bahrain’s national identity. This 

is because when sect becomes a key identity marker, the clergy enjoy a great 

role as mediators with political legitimacy for their followers, regardless of 

whether this legitimacy is recognized by the state. The competition of Sunni and 

Shia clerics over government resources and social and political influence 

ultimately makes the Bahraini society vulnerable to external pressures and 

interferences on the one hand, and hinders all attempts at political reconciliation 

on the other hand. It contradicts the principles of citizenship that make subjects 

accountable to the state and deserving of rights from the state because instead 

of citizenship rights, it becomes those who speak in the name of religion who 

can make claims on behalf of subjects. 367  
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           As for political movements, Galal notes that politicians who used to 

represent the front line of national opposition have failed in elections or they 

were side-lined by religious politicians and political parties. And yet, those 

politicians whose message no longer resonates with the present and future of 

Bahraini politics with all its antagonisms, still insist on representing Bahrain’s 

non-ultra religious population. An example of that is the Bahrain Freedom 

Movement that lost legitimacy and no longer speaks for its constituency and yet 

continues to use outdated slogans and false claims of representing separatist 

aspirations of the Baharna community. Despite the amnesty order and despite 

the democratic transition from 1999 until 2002 elections, they still remained in 

London refusing to recognize and work with the government to reach a middle 

ground.368 The class of religious or religiously-inclined politicians on the other 

hand, have played a role in sectarian mobilization in Bahrain during the events 

of 2011, further highlighting the need to address the basis for mobilization and 

political participation in a diverse society divided along sectarian lines. 

According to Mohamed Binhuwaidin’s article on the roots of sectarian 

movements and the 2011 events in Bahrain: “politically mobilized by the 

sectarian program of the Iranian revolution, the Bahraini Shi‘a demanded the 

establishment of an Islamic state on the Iranian model ruled by Khomeini” 

moreover he added that “In the aftermath of the Arab revolutions, they openly 

pushed for regime change in Bahrain calling for the establishment of an Islamic 

state following the Iranian model.”369  

           Describing the developments of the sectarian and Shi’a Islamic 

movements in Bahrain in the last four decades, Binhuwaidin stated that the 

“Islamic Front for Liberation of Bahrain” (IFLB) being supported by Iran, started 

a coup in 1981 against the government and monarch of Bahrain and how the 

IFLB acted in a sectarian manner as a Shi’a separatist movement aiming at 

overthrowing the regime rather than reforming the political system.” 370 

Binhuwaidin’s article also described the military dimension of these Shi’a 

Islamic and sectarian movements and how they received military training in 

Lebanon by the Amal Shi’a movement and others while they locally formed 

“several oppositional and anti-regime organizations such as the Bahraini 
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Freedom Movement, the Islamic unity Movement, the Islamic Martyrs 

Movement and the Hezbullah party of Bahrain.”371 Binhuwaidin also noted that 

the Bahraini King: 

“introduced new constitutional amendments providing the Shi’a 
with extended opportunities for political participation and more 
engagement in the political scene. When the Arab Spring 
revolution erupted, the Shi’a in Bahrain fervently attempted to 
exploit the mobilization born out of the political turbulence in the 
region to achieve sectarian ambitions. The opportunist attitude of 
the Bahrain Shi’a and their affiliation with the popular uprisings in 
the Arab world resulted in deadly conflicts with the government in 
the country. In the aftermath of the Arab Spring […] Militant and 
indoctrinated Shi’a leaders, sponsored by Iran, led fierce 
demonstrations igniting sectarian feelings in Bahrain.”372  

 

           These types of political movements, whether transnational or religious in 

affiliation, have sought legitimacy and a basis for mobilization that find 

expression in the absence of a national identity. In other words, when markers 

of identity and the vision of politics held by some segments of society operate 

outside a national framework that prioritizes unity and legitimate forms of 

protest, it becomes easy to exploit and deceive those segments and use them 

as means to attack the political system and undermine its reconciliatory 

efforts.373 This perception of identity in the case of Bahrain with its progressive 

cross-sectarian political reform project, does not correspond to the vision put 

into legal and political effect by the government, and yet it still played an 

influential role in determining political outcomes of 2011. This confirms two 

things, the first is that there are problems related to national identity which 

existed prior to and lasted well after the implementation of the political reform 

program, and these problems have clashed with the reform project instead of 

becoming involved with it. And the second is that the challenges to political 

modernization facing Bahrain necessitate national identity building as a 

precondition to any progress going forward.  

           Against this background, it has become clear over the years to Bahraini 

policymakers, as evidenced by the perspectives presented in the following 

chapter, that the political reform program did not operate in a problem-free 

zone, and that there were fundamental problems that needed to be addressed 
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prior to the implementation of a modernization program to eliminate or at least 

minimize the impact of these challenges on the chances of its success. This is 

especially so considering how the absence of a coherent national identity has 

made it easy for foreign actors to recruit among the perceived disenfranchised 

people who do their bidding either willingly or otherwise as did some Islamist 

movements in Bahrain in 2011. Those Islamist movements established multi-

level operations on social, media, political, and military fronts, which posed a 

serious dilemma for policymakers as to whether a curtailment of freedoms 

under the guise of national security is necessary to curb how these movements 

use their freedom to infringe upon the freedoms of others and attack the 

legitimacy of the system, or to continue to grant those movements the freedom 

to carry out these activities and tackle them through other means. Since those 

movements have made Bahrain a praxis zone for competing ideologies and 

geopolitical projects through sectarian mobilization and support from regional 

powers, Bahrain’s ability to expand freedoms and let its guard down that 

debilitated and the expansion of power to social actors came directly at the 

expense of Bahrain’s political system.             

           Along these lines, Cordesman explains how Bahrain has to deal with its 

domestic threats such as sectarian divisions as a matter of priority. “Bahrain’s 

most pressing threat is internal, not external. Bahrain can rely on close defence 

cooperation between the United States, Britain, and regional military powers 

such as Saudi Arabia. In contrast, Bahrain’s internal sectarian divisions make its 

internal paramilitary and security services critical to insuring internal stability,”374 

he writes. This emphasizes the importance of securitizing the issue of national 

identity while working on enhancing the political system’s reform program with 

all its foundational pillars including political participation, social and economic 

justice, and addressing the question of immigration and youth employment. The 

entirety of the Bahraini political, social and economic foundation has to be 

addressed in a multi-layered approach that could be incorporated into the 

reform project whether in its political form addressed earlier in the chapter, or its 

economic form addressed in the government’s Economic Vision 2030 that was 

alluded to in the previous chapters. Such a multi-layered approach should also 

recognize the need to address the underlying conditions that give rise to 
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grievances that articulate themselves along sectarian lines, which chapter 5 

hopes to address in greater detail.  

           The issues pertaining to the implementation and success of the political 

reform program then do not relate to its particularities or fundamentals but 

rather structural challenges concerning society itself and its national identity and 

political culture. The consequences of the absence of political markers of 

national identity outside of their sectarian or political Islamist manifestation 

makes its construction, promotion and maintenance critical to the success of the 

political reform program. Policymakers therefore must play a proactive role in 

achieving this goal and persuading citizens to rally behind a shared national 

identity that precedes other affiliations, whether they are religious, sectarian, 

ethnic or ideological. Only then can commitment and willing subjugation to 

principles of national sovereignty, and state laws will take precedence over 

other sources of legitimacy for segments of the population.  

           After addressing domestic challenges and discussing the possibility of 

overcoming them through prioritizing satisfying the necessary preconditions for 

the success of Bahrain’s political reform project, it’s important to address 

external challenges as they pertain to the regional landscape of which Bahrain 

is a small actor with limited resources and autonomy in policymaking. On a 

more immediate regional level, the Bahraini state finds itself stuck in a halted 

security apparatus whose members were able to successfully diversify their 

security portfolio and prepare for foreign security independence. 375  The 

recurring disputes with Qatar have made the GCC security apparatus which 

Bahrain has historically depended on successfully to mitigate domestic and 

regional threats increasingly vulnerable. This is not to say that the GCC as it 

stands today cannot continue to serve Bahrain’s interests as the former Minister 

of Foreign Affairs is sure to emphasize in the following chapter, because after 

all this project has successfully created a Khaleeji identity that is salient 

regardless of the security apparatus itself.376 And even then, the GCC has been 

reliable thus far in providing support for many of Bahrain’s energy sectors. This 

has manifested in the interconnected GCC electricity network, customs 

cooperation and semi integration, citizens traveling between member states 
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only requiring an ID card without passports, intra-Gulf land, real estate & 

companies ownership as integrating many of the relevant legislations. 377 

However, on the military, security, and foreign affairs front Bahrain has suffered 

from divisions between the GCC member states which has prevent this security 

apparatus from achieving its full potential in collectively alleviating the security 

of its member states and immunizing the region from threats posed by regional 

players such as Iran, Turkey, Syria and post-2003 Iraq. 

           The absence of proper mediation mechanisms to resolve internal 

conflicts between GCC states has added a source of insecurity for Bahrain 

because it left some of its legitimate grievances with other member states 

unresolved, especially when these grievances stem from concerns that 

historically formed the basis for cooperation between the Gulf states. Kuwait’s 

recent mediation efforts between Bahrain, UAE and Saudi Arabia in their 

dispute with Qatar is a testimony to the ineffectiveness of the existing 

measures. Kuwait’s approach of mediation succeeded only in maintaining the 

status quo and prolonging the dispute without addressing its roots or 

permanently resolving the underlying issues. In fact, the only intra-Gulf dispute 

that was settled has taken place in the International Court of Justice in Hague 

regarding the territorial dispute over Hawar Islands between Bahrain and Qatar. 

And even then, the decision to take this dispute to the International Court of 

Justice was due to the fact that it had occurred around the same time of the 

Iraqi invasion of Kuwait when there was no room for internal mediators. In 2001 

the court ruled in Bahrain’s favour which has legally settled the dispute, 

however, the roots of the tension of Qatar remained well after the settlement 

decision.378 

           On the military and security fronts, the GCC’s passive and at times 

reactive approach did not help in preventing the regional crisis that followed 

from Iran’s geopolitical ambitions in the Middle East, which led to Lebanon and 

Iraq falling under Iranian influence and control, a crisis that was perceived by 

the Bahraini state to greatly destabilize the region and especially its own 

security. The GCC also failed to coordinate strategies on how to deal with the 

situation in Syria and Assad’s regime, which allowed Iran, Russia and to a 
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lesser extent Turkey to become dominant players in Syria. Turkey and Iran 

separately were also quick to advance relations with Qatar379  while Saudi 

Arabia, UAE and Bahrain severed or downgraded their relationship with Iran. As 

the UAE Foreign Ministry said in a statement in January 2016: “This exceptional 

step has been taken in the light of Iran’s continuous interference in the internal 

affairs of Gulf and Arab states, which has reached unprecedented levels.”380 

The GCC states should have also worked more closely in increasing their 

collective efforts to deal with Iranian terrorism as serious external threat even 

when on an individual state level not all Gulf states are equally vulnerable to it 

location or demographic wise.381 This should have been prioritized especially in 

the light of the increased role of asymmetric warfare in shaping geopolitical 

outcomes relative to traditional warfare.  

           According to Cordesman, the GCC states steadily improved their 

national counterterrorism abilities and strengths individually but on the GCC 

cooperative level they did not improve their cooperation and collective 

strategies in dealing with terrorism, extremism and military threats. 382  The 

diverging strategies of the GCC was evident in the lack of cohesion in terms of 

threat perception. States with a similar threat perception of Iran have 

strengthened their relations because they understood the security of each state 

as foundational to its own, as was the case with Saudi Arabia, UAE, Bahrain 

and Egypt. With Qatar neglecting the collective aspect of its security and its 

resort to individual threat assessment and strategizing has led its neighbours to 

boycott it to maintain the integrity and security of the region as a collective unit 

in cohesion against external threats.383  

           These obvious divergences between the GCC states pushed Saudi 

Arabia to establish separate bilateral agreements such as the ‘joint cooperation 

committee’ with the UAE in order to overcome the obstacles they both face due 

the lack of required integration, cooperation and probably trust on strategic 

matters with some of the other GCC states. In July 2018 Saudi Arabia 

established a similar cooperation committee with Kuwait and before them with 
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Egypt and Iraq separately.384 A similar bilateral agreement was also signed 

between Saudi Arabia and Bahrain in July 2019 to establish a coordinating 

council or ‘joint cooperation committee’.385 These agreements are designed to 

promote cooperation in military, trade, economic, political, security, cultural and 

other areas based on the collective interests of involved parties.386 

           Although Bahrain has a modern defence force decently equipped and 

trained, the size and population limitation will always be a constraint387 and 

Bahrain’s military expenditure cannot feasibly be high enough relative to the 

threats it has to deal with. For that reason, Bahrain will always need to depend 

on its regional and international alliances to fend off major external threats. 

Collectively, the GCC states’ military expenditure is much higher (totalled at 

about $95-$120 billion a year in 2016-2017) and more advanced than Iran’s 

(expected to be around $16-20 billion a year)388. However, comparing the two 

defence budgets (GCC vs. Iran) might be misleading due to the fact that Iran’s 

Revolutionary Guard is the dominant defence guarantor and controls the Iranian 

financial sector along with Iran’s network of regional non-state groups that act 

on its behalf, while the GCC don’t have such a parallel military structure and 

organizations. The fragmentation of the security apparatus of the GCC 

emphasized the need for the Bahraini state to be realistic in options and 

strategies in its search for additional institutional tools to address its external 

security concerns beside its ongoing dependency on the GCC, the US and to a 

less extent the UK, as sentiment that is frequently expressed by policymakers. 

Such alternative may very well be already in the process of bloc building and 

consolidation with Bahrain’s current alliance with Saudi Arabia, UAE and Egypt 

in their fight against extremism, terrorism and radical Islamic movements. 

Overtime, this alliance has a very reasonable potential to transform into a formal 

organization aligned in areas where the GCC has failed to align successfully in 

order to overcome pressing regional security concerns.  
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           Aside from the regional variable, the international variable concerning 

Bahrain’s strategic alliance with the U.S. continues to face challenges stemming 

from the unpredictability of the US strategy in the Gulf or the Middle East at 

large. With the stakes being so high when the US foreign policy could affect the 

stability and security of the region and the longevity of its political systems, this 

international alliance is at once an ultimate guarantor of security but also an 

unformidable force that can undo what regional powers have done for decades 

to secure the region against local and regional threats. There has been 

attempts to diversify the GCC’s strategic alliance with other international powers 

including Russia and China, strengthening their historical relation with the UK, 

Pakistan and India. While these significant steps however, are not designed to 

replace the US as a primary external security guarantor, they do however offer 

a potentially mitigating factor to the cost of being over-reliant on the US 

especially when some of their policies in the region are directly detrimental to 

the regional security landscape and has in the past allowed Iran space to 

expand and grow their influence in Iraq, Bahrain, Kuwait and Yemen in the 

Arabian Gulf as well as Lebanon in the Levant region.389 

           With a series of intertwining domestic, regional, and international 

variables undermining Bahrain’s progressive political reform program and its 

ability to defend itself from regional threats, the Bahraini state’s perspective 

about what could be done and the means to achieve that vary in important ways 

from its Gulf neighbours. If its closest allies Saudi Arabia and the UAE can 

unilaterally or bilaterally shape the foreign policy strategy of the GCC in their 

favor, Bahrain has little room for negotiating or amending this strategy. So far 

this has not negatively impacted Bahrain’s security because consistently all 

three parties share a similar threat perception concerning Iran, Qatar, and 

Turkey. However, considering that there is little Bahrain can do when there 

should be future divergence among its close allies, the small kingdom’s security 

has to rely primarily on addressing the structural aspects of national identity and 

work vigorously towards changing this variable which it can by all mean control 

without reliance on outside powers. As such, Bahraini policymakers have 

sought to reconfigure the state’s security strategy outside of its immediate 
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environment and work as did its neighbours, to establish bilateral security 

strategies with powers around the world.  

											The fifth and final chapter uses a theoretical methodology that combines 

elements of neoclassical realism and neoliberalism grounded in regionalism, in 

order to place and contextualize how the Bahraini state articulates this 

necessary reconfiguration and positions future security challenges facing 

Bahrain and the GCC. As such, the following chapter explores how Bahrain can 

reconfigure its security approach while using as a primary point of reference the 

security options presented and favored by the state’s security and foreign policy 

elites themselves. Doing so aims to minimize the gap between theory and 

practice as it assesses the theoretical implications of solutions that are either an 

action-in-process or an action likely to be implemented because of official 

endorsement by the state. For this reason, the discussion presented will take 

into consideration the current security landscape, future trajectories, and how 

they interact with systemic, domestic and regional dynamics as it assesses how 

they affect the stability of Bahrain and accordingly evaluate suitable security 

approaches going forward.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: THE WAY FORWARD FOR THE ARABIAN GULF 
SECURITY: A BAHRAINI PERSPECTIVE  

            

           As a small state, Bahrain has limited assets and limited competences of the 

kind that brings power and influence in the international arena.390 In spite of its 

historically strategic location, its former wealth in natural resources and its 

partnership with the West, there remains a predicament resulting from its small 

size391 which requires addressing prior to importing and modifying international 

approaches to regional security. As such, what follows is a comparative analysis of 

two successful security organizations, namely NATO and ASEAN, which sheds 

light on the ways in which their structural and operational capacity are comparable 

to that of the GCC. This comparative analysis will serve to demonstrate the lessons 

Bahrain can learn from the experience of small states within those security 

organizations and beyond, as well as the unique challenges Bahrain faces which 

require innovative incorporation of both neoliberal and neorealist approaches to 

security to ensure that Bahrain is capable of overcoming its smallness and securing 

its national sovereignty against domestic and regional level variables.  

           Following the comparative analysis of Bahrain and other small states in 

similar regional security organizations, the paper will draw on a number of 

interviews with high-level officials in Bahrain to capture with accuracy the range of 

possibilities for Bahrain going forward following the series of intra-GCC crises in 

recent years. From the perspective of the Bahraini state, a reconfiguration of the 

security apparatus which takes into consideration key differences and grounds of 

cooperation with neighboring states is necessary. While the current transformations 

in the security landscape of the Gulf are a product of dynamics that lie outside of 

Bahrain’s borders as discussed in previous chapter, it remains that the crises which 

altered existing patterns of political practices and strategic relations within the GCC 

have created a climate of uncertainty, which this chapter addresses using mixed 

approach to security and relying on input from Bahraini policymakers. 

For the domestic level variables, a neoclassical realist approach would help 

address the question of national identity building and the inclusion of groups with 

perceived grievances into the social and economic body of Bahrain. Fitting due to 

its insistence on a strong handed approach that limits vulnerability to outside 
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attacks which parallels the approach of the Bahrain state, neo-realism will also help 

address regional-level variables such as the balance of power and deterrence 

politics in the Middle East region as a whole. Where neorealism meets the limits of 

its applicability to the GCC, a neo-liberal approach would complement the analysis. 

This will particularly pertain to the regional and international level variables where 

cooperation would ensure that Bahrain withstands the current climate of uncertainty 

in the GCC. Combining the two approaches and incorporating the valuable 

perspective of Bahraini policymakers, this paper hopes to fill a substantial gap in 

Gulf security studies which has long overlooked the Bahraini state’s concerns and 

adaptability to the ever-changing security dynamics of the Arabian Gulf.  

5.1 Regional security organizations and small states  

           In this section, I present a comparison between the GCC broadly and 

Bahrain more specifically with other regional security organizations and the small 

states they contain to shed light on the opportunities and limitations facing the 

Bahraini state in weighting its security options. The largest and most prolific 

organizations in terms of conflict resolution, proactive strategizing and capacity to 

determine security outcomes in the international arena are the European Union 

(EU) and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). Birthed out of the 

cooperative aspirations of the European Union’s member states and the strategic 

ambitions of the United States, and the international politics of the Cold War, the 

NATO represents a cohesive foreign policy, defense and security apparatus392 in 

the West to be emulated by other world regions. Aware of the impossibility of 

securing European borders without the right to intervene in international affairs that 

affect European security, France and the UK agreed in 1998 that the EU, and by 

extension also the NATO, should “intervene in international affairs not only 

economically and commercially, but also in terms of security and defense.”393   

           The ability of European states as well as the United States to intervene 

beyond their borders is facilitated by the disproportionate power they have in the 

United Nations and other international peacemaking institutions. These states have 

long experience in post-conflict institution building, and they offer support to the 

UN, OSCE, and NGO operations in the field of rule of law, police, and civilian 

administration which has allowed the expansion of its legal mandate around the 
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world.394 Dependent on their funding and subjected to the veto power key NATO 

members possess, under broad umbrellas of humanitarian interventionism and the 

combatting of international terrorism and securing the borderland, the enforcement 

mechanism the EU and the NATO has to ensure meeting their security objectives 

are unmatched by other regional security organizations. Constrained by the 

absence of such hegemonic power over international affairs, the GCC lacks the 

enforcement mechanism to shape regional dynamics in its favor as a uniform 

organization. Instead, Gulf powers such as Saudi Arabia, UAE, and Qatar have 

sought to establish that through various means, such as cooperation with western 

powers that endow their regional policies with international legitimacy and support.  

           ASEAN on the other hand, was also birthed out of the international politics 

of the Cold War. The original five states who signed the 1967 Bangkok 

Declaration—Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand—had 

the following objectives: “(i) to establish good relations in the neighborhood; (ii) to 

create a bulwark against the perceived expansion of communism and counter the 

internal communist insurgencies; and (iii) to foster economic cooperation, social 

progress, and cultural development.”395 Despite having little in common historically 

and culturally, ASEAN member states managed to create a distinctive approach to 

security that was internationally hailed as the “ASEAN way.” This approach argued 

for the need for unity in the face of external threats to the region while maintaining 

independence and assuming neutrality in the domestic affairs of member states. 

Meanwhile, the GCC being in a strategic location and a primary source of the 

world’s energy meant that they had to deal with greater interferences from the 

superpowers, thereby increasing the influence of the international system on the 

region. 

           Like the GCC, ASEAN lacks an effective enforcement mechanism. Instead 

of trying to work around it, ASEAN acknowledged this limitation and sought to 

create peace making mechanisms that were based on dialogue and non-conflictual 

settlement of disputes. Based on this mechanism, ASEAN functions as a first line 

of conflict resolution and a neutral mediator between members until disputing 

members decide to seek mediation from international institutions. As part of the 

process, ASEAN enacted a principle of “regional resilience,” whereby the country 
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with the most vested interests in a particular conflict has the greatest say.396 

ASEAN has also shown great tolerance for neighboring non-member states in the 

sense that it understood their security to be interrelated to their own and advocated 

for their inclusion in some aspects of ASEAN’s security apparatus. 397  While 

creating an elaborate peace resolution process which recognizes the absence of 

enforcement mechanisms may serve the GCC and in some ways parallels existing 

processes, the GCC is unable to advocate for the inclusion of neighboring 

countries with which the conflict is rather existential. This is especially so while 

some GCC states are seeking alliances with hostile neighbors at the expense of 

other member-states. The emergence of “an 'Asia-Pacific way', as a distinctive 

approach to multilateralism in international relations [...] that is an attempt to 

reconcile national strategies with multilateral norms and principles,”398 was made 

possible through the commitment of member states to regional security through 

collaboration rather than competition as has been the case in the GCC in recent 

years. As such, the smallest and least capable of the GCC states, Bahrain, is both 

unable to influence outcomes in intra-GCC conflicts nor is it able to benefit from 

friendly conflict resolution with an increasingly halted security apparatus.  

           Because Bahrain is not unique in its smallness and marginalization within 

the security organization to which it belongs, after this brief outlining of key 

similarities and areas of divergence between the GCC and other regional 

organizations in terms of capacity to resolve internal and external conflict, what 

follows narrows down the comparison to their small member-states and their 

strategies. The security strategies available for small states around the world are 

limited but can be effective.399 One strategy is to adopt the strategy of a larger 

national power in terms of politics, economy, and military due to its heavy influence 

and/or coercion. An example of that is satellite states of the Soviet Union and the 

post-9/11 U.S. agenda. Small states can also work within a limited group of 

neighbors or a large security organization in order to balance or contain the threats 

posed by other large entities, which is the approach adopted by small ASEAN and 

EU states. And the third option is to adopt a strategy that benefits other states of a 
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similar kind or convictions regardless of geographic location. This latter approach 

can be either interpreted as a formation of multilateral alliances based on shared 

interests, or a multitude of bilateral agreements covering specialized or general 

shared interests.  

           In spite of the EU and NATO’s substantial operational and legal capacity to 

secure the interests of member states, the question of how far these organizations 

might serve similar interest for small member states and what cost-benefit balances 

such alliances400 entail remains equally relevant in Europe as it is in Bahrain. While 

on the one hand, the EU and NATO offer multilateral shelters for small states, the 

deficit of power they face on the other hand necessitates making a choice between 

autonomy that is usually expressed as neutrality, or proactively seeking various 

cooperative schemes, including regional and international partnerships and global 

activism.401 Some small European states choose to opt out of regional politics 

because they can afford to do so, while others choose to rely on their strategic 

location between west and central Europe to secure favorable outcomes.402 Other 

small states, to prove themselves indispensable to the broad security objectives of 

the EU and NATO, have sought to find a money-making niche that makes their 

worth disproportionate to their small size.403 Malta for example relies on ship-

making and proximity to attractive tourist hubs in the Mediterranean, Iceland on 

epic scenery and clean energy, and Monaco relies on its reputation as a glamorous 

hub for wealthy people who enjoy casinos.  

           This approach, although risky as it entails gambling with valuable and finite 

resources, has thus far helped small Gulf states like Qatar and the UAE to 

overcome their smallness and become significant strategic partners for various 

regional and international entities. Lacking the means to find its money-making 

niche considering its significantly similar economic profile to that of the UAE, 

Bahrain cannot seek leverage through a profitable and indispensable industry, nor 

can it primarily rely as do its neighbors on Sovereign Wealth Funds to secure 

favorable outcomes with international partners. Similarly, Bahrain cannot afford to 
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maintain neutrality as a strategy of securing its sovereignty because it is directly 

targeted by Iran and its praxis around the region and it continues to be reliant on 

Saudi Arabia to secure its sovereignty and therefore necessarily mirrors many 

foreign policies adopted by the latter. It is worth noting that Kuwait has attempted 

the strategy of neutrality despite proximity to Iran, though it remains that Iran has 

more limited means of destabilizing Kuwait as it does Bahrain on account of its 

demographic profile and the variety of factors discussed in previous chapters.  

           Invariably, all microstates in Europe regardless of their assumed neutrality 

and wealth, have militarily opted for similar multilateral security arrangements via 

the EU and/or NATO. “Membership of international organizations offers them new 

channels of diplomacy, greater security guarantees under international law and 

closer relations with other states in Europe or beyond; while, in the case of NATO 

membership, Article 5 places them under the protection of the US nuclear 

umbrella.”404 This strategy of seeking shelter within international organizations has 

functioned well in the context of European states because as outlined earlier, the 

EU and NATO are both stable, powerful, and equipped with unmatched 

enforcement mechanisms that deter and contain transgressions from any internal 

and external actors. As long as the GCC lacks similarly effective enforcement 

mechanisms, its ability to operate as a shelter for a small state like Bahrain is 

limited. This is especially so when its internal security is at direct odds with foreign 

policy objectives with neighboring Qatar and to an extent Oman on account of their 

normalization of relations with Iran.  

           In terms of small states within ASEAN and beyond, it is useful for this 

comparative analysis to consider the confluence of internal and external security 

concerns considering some similarities with Bahrain in terms of the domestic profile 

and also its ability to enforce influence in its region and on its global strategic allies. 

Sri Lanka’s domestic politics for example are characterized by the rule of the 

Sinhalese ethnic group which has, for reasons beyond the scope of this paper, 

framed the Tamil minority as a source of instability and terrorism with links to 

foreign actors. As such, Sinhalese nationalism as a strategy of containment has at 

once managed to keep the Tamil minority at the periphery while at once presenting 
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the government as a savior who is protecting Sri Lanka from domestic terrorism.405 

With the Sinhalese-Tamil conflict as a primary motif, Sri Lanka has resorted to an 

unconventional security strategy of courting two regional rivals for its own domestic 

interests. It has attempted to keep India off Sri Lanka considering its perceived 

support to the Tamils through encouraging a Peace Zone concept that would tie 

India’s hand relative to western superpowers on which Sri Lanka relied for support. 

It also welcomed Chinese investment and arm sales despite its potentially 

damaging outcome on relations with the West, as a means to contain regional 

aspirations of India.406 Sri Lanka’s strategy of hedging its bets and courting rivals 

through balancing Indian power with Chinese influence “has remained an essential 

tool of Colombo’s foreign policy in the face of geopolitical threats created by a 

larger neighbour and by other Great Powers themselves. This still holds good some 

four decades later.”407  

           Although this strategy has worked so far, the nationalism the government 

has cultivated is likely to backfire as tensions continue to solidify underneath the 

surface considering the lack of serious engagement to address the grievances of 

the Tamil community. In assessing Sri Lanka’s hedging strategy against the 

security landscape in which Bahrain finds itself, it becomes immediately obvious 

that the dynamics of the Gulf’s regional landscape do not allow for such a strategy. 

Unlike Sri Lanka and other small Asian states, the uniformity of the Gulf’s position 

vis-a-vis the ideological conflict of the Cold War makes all conflicting parties within 

the GCC subjects of western policy and benefactors of western protection while 

maintaining friendly relations with China and Russia. As such, there is no room or 

strategic benefit to balance threats in this way. However, the demographic 

challenges of Sri Lanka which in some ways parallel those in Bahrain, show the 

limitations of nationalism as a strategy of assimilation and containing threats posed 

by the aspirations of minority groups, sectarianism or transnational identity since in 

neither country does nationalism alone address all threats in comprehensive and 

permanent ways.  

 Israel is another example of a small state that was able to overcome its 

smallness, extreme complications and relatively short history despite its limited 
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resources, becoming an influential state in the global arena and a regional power in 

the Middle East. A recent publication by McKinsey & Co. shows that Israel’s heavy 

investments in the R&D field placed the small state as the second world largest 

spender (at 4.5% of its GDP) slightly behind South Korea, creating a powerful 

foundation for its innovation ecosystem that materialized in noticeable 

achievements such as becoming one of a very few states that managed 

successfully to launch a satellite into space, instigating many young start-ups to 

take advantage of this advanced infrastructure combined with their fear of being 

cornered in a hostile neighborhood which resulted in making Israel one of the world 

leaders in Cyber Security and Artificial Intelligence (IA) benefiting not only the 

intelligence community but also the commercial sector as this infrastructure 

enabled many technology dedicated start-ups in Israel to receive funding of 

approximately $18.4 billion from investors in the auto-tech industry alone since 

2010.408 Providing Israel with tremendous influence and growing its self autonomy 

and self dependence, coalesced with many of its soft powers such as powerful 

media outlets, influential lobbyists and diplomats among other things helped Israel 

gain vast influence that is greater than its size as a small state, all of which can 

provide strategic solutions for Bahrain to imitate especially in growing its Cyber 

Security, Artificial Intelligence abilities, military efficiency and attract foreign direct 

investments to help many young Bahraini entrepreneurs contribute to improving 

Bahrain’s economy, security and influence but not a successful example on how to 

deal with its own domestic troubles.  

           Singapore offers another comparative model for small state internal security. 

The financial economy of Singapore has put its name on the map in spite of its 

small size and limited military capabilities. The internal stability factor that 

determines the suitability of a state to grow and maintain a financial economy was 

secured, contrary to Israel and Sri Lanka, through a multicultural approach to ethnic 

diversity. Singapore has practiced “multi- ethnic representation within a single 

political party. Added to this were the lessons learned against allowing ethnic 

preferences to solely determine political priorities, or letting foreign models of 

governance (from Malaysia or elsewhere) be imitated by local political 
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protagonists.”409 The country did not allow for grievances to grow under the surface 

and chose to co-opt civil society organizations within state-led initiatives and 

allowed for dissent to be expressed in constructive ways. Bahrain certainly can 

benefit from the Singaporean experience in its incorporation of some form of 

political plurality in the body politic, the specification of which will be addressed 

using a neoclassical realist approach. 

5.2 Bahraini state perspective on domestic and regional variables  

           Once domestic troubles facing the state are alleviated, regional and 

systemic challenges can then be dealt with from a stronger position. As such, 

Bahrain needs to tackle domestic security variables and eliminate them. These 

include most notably sectarianism, economic conditions and challenges 

stemming from transnational ideologies, which impact a multitude of variables 

extending beyond the domestic space itself. Issues pertaining to the social 

fabric of society like sectarianism and the permeation of transnational ideologies 

in the Bahraini body politic can be addressed through tackling the question of 

national identity building. Economic issues on the other hand require a clear, 

transparent and viable path which accounts for neo-liberal patterns of capital 

accumulation which has thus far marginalized Bahrain on a regional level.       

           The issue of national identity is central not only for understanding the 

many interrelated domestic variables but it also helps us have a better 

understanding of the outcomes of their interaction with regional variables and 

how this would affect the region’s stability. As a small state, Bahrain is 

especially susceptible to regional influences as long as a strong sense of 

national identity is not fostered and maintained by the state and civil society 

actors. Because Bahrain enjoys a diverse population descending from Arabia 

and other backgrounds, while at once sharing dominant features with 

neighboring Gulf states, the ability to create a uniquely Bahraini sense of 

identity is vital to reduce the population’s susceptibility to outside influence. The 

sectarian make-up of Bahrain further exacerbates the susceptibility of a 

segment of the population to foreign interference, and it has in occasions placed 

Bahrain and the region at large in a volatile security environment. For these 

reasons, the creation of a solid foundation of shared values and trust in the 

state’s constitution and institutions as a neutral arbitrator and resource allocator 
                                                        
409	Chong,	Alan.	Small	State	Security	in	Asia:	Political	and	Temporal	Constructions	of	Vulnerability.	In:	Small	States	
and	International	Security:	Europe	and	Beyond.	Clive	Archer,	Alyson	J.K.	Bayles,	and	Anders	Wivel,	eds.	Routledge,	
London	and	New	York,	2014,	Page	213.	
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for all segments of society is very important in deterring transnational ideologies 

from proliferating on a local level.  

           Neoclassical realism provides significant tools to analyze domestic and 

regional variables, which include grand strategies like balance of power, 

balancing against threat, containment and deterrence strategies. Neoclassical 

realism is more of an extended form of neorealism, as although it places the 

state at the center stage of an anarchic international system, it also understands 

the importance of state’s domestic variables that interplay with other regional 

and systemic variables. For that reason, in theorizing for how a national identity 

can be built and fostered in the Bahraini context, a priority is given to how the 

Bahraini state perceives that working towards this goal requires a direct state 

intervention and at times a heavy-handed approach to respond to uncertain 

variables. What is more, through using a neoclassical realism as a backdrop for 

national identity building, existing variables that have made the social 

integration of various communities in Bahrain a challenge thus far on account of 

the security challenges the state perceives is also taken into consideration. 

           Among these important considerations for the likely limitations facing the 

project of national identity is how the covid-19 pandemic has unfolded in 

Bahrain in certain sectarian-charged occasions. The covid-19 pandemic has 

demonstrated in one sense how states with greater involvement in organizing 

society in the economy and a stronger handed approach over its domestic 

affairs were more successful in overcoming the many challenges the pandemic 

had posed, while reluctant governments that have a softer approach towards 

their domestic affairs struggled to control the spread of the virus and therefore 

suffered higher rates of infection and death. That is why neoclassical realism 

favors states’ central approach as it helps the state control outcomes of 

domestic affairs, which is in line with the Bahraini state’s approach.  As H.E. Ali 

bin Saleh Al Saleh Chairman of the Shura Council stated: “no doubt that 

COVID-19 has posed a huge global challenge, however, the quick and 

successful way the government has dealt with the crisis created a strong feeling 

of approval and cohesion between the people and the government, which was 

noticed in many ways including the way people responded and followed the 
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government’s guidelines and instructions without the need to impose a full 

lockdown.”410      

           While the handling of the coronavirus pandemic had thus far benefitted 

from a strong-handed state approach to policy and enforcement, where the 

issue of sectarian cleavage began to surface is on the eve of the Shia-

celebrated holy month of Muharram. The government’s health instructions and 

laws clashed with religious fatwa, and the result was that there were locals who 

chose to follow the clergy as opposed to follow the state laws and government 

instructions. Bahrain’s Minister of Justice H.E. Sheikh Khalid Bin Ali Al Khalifa 

elucidated this point by noting that “the power of the state comes from the rule 

of law, its ability to enforce its laws, and its ability to absorb all influences is 

instrumental, because they will put pressure on the rule of law, that is, on the 

constitution and the law as reference, but if the rule of law is not the basis of the 

power of the state, someone will say that religion is above all, or the clerics are 

above all. […] And the latest incident is what happens when voices outside of 

Bahrain start calling for people to ignore the law and practice the rituals of 

Muharram, contrary to the government’s guidelines concerning the 

coronavirus.”411 As this example of responses to the Bahrain government’s 

covid-19 policy goes to show, sectarian divisions and scattered loyalties can 

impede even the most strong-handed of governments and turn into a 

controversy the most straightforward policy intentions. 

           Being as such, it is only expected that other, less politically neutral social 

and political issues are met with great controversy in the Bahraini body politic. 

When it comes to dealing with issues where there is no clear agreement on 

such as how to handle matters ranging from sectarianism, unemployment, 

dealing with different political Islamic movements, and transnational ideologies 

that in some cases enforces matters that conflict with the state’s laws the stakes 

are even higher. As H.E. The Minister of Justice explains: “the region suffers 

from sectarian and ideological projects more than others but it is political more 

than it is sectarian. If we look at the ideologies that could cause us a problem in 

this regard, we will find the Muslim Brotherhood among the most prominent, but 

                                                        
410	Interview	on	13.9.2020	with	H.E.	Ali	bin	Saleh	Al	Saleh,	Chairman	of	Shura	Council	(Bahrain’s	legislative	Upper	
House).		
411	Interview	on	10.9.2020	with	Bahrain’s	Minister	of	Justice,	Islamic	Affairs	and	Endowment	H.E.	Sheikh	Khalid	bin	
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the movement is not as strong in Bahrain as it is in other countries, then there is 

the Iranian influence that has proven to be rather immediately disruptive.”412      

           Although the state is central to the realist thinking, there is more than just 

state’s interests especially in the Arabian Gulf region as the transnational 

ideologies easily travel across the state’s borders by non-state actors such as 

militias, Islamic political movements, sectarian groups and Pan-Arabist 

movements. Because of this, a realist approach has to be complemented with 

an approach that posits as vital strategies that although the state can 

implement, they ultimately target society at large as a means to secure state 

interests. It is certainly not enough for the state to denounce or criminalize 

sectarianism and scattered loyalties because in essence, it is a structural 

problem that requires a multifaceted structural solution.      

           With the crosscurrents of ideologies prevalent in the context of Bahrain, 

the notion of nation state needs to be clearly defined, recognized, and 

legitimized with a strong sense of national identity that is shared by all citizens. 

The cohesion of Bahraini society is a source of strength only when it is achieved 

through a shared understanding of the nation state and only then the threats of 

transnational ideologies that destabilized the region for a very long time can be 

mitigated. H.E. Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed Al Khalifa, Bahrain’s former Foreign 

Minister and current Diplomatic Affairs Advisor to the King recognized this point 

and its importance: “Yes, we should always be open to other cultures and have 

an open mindset but without losing our identity and who we are, because it 

defines our interests and where we stand as Bahrainis. Our different 

backgrounds and beliefs should all make up our shared identity as Bahrainis 

without racism or radical tendencies. Everyone came from somewhere so it 

doesn’t matter where you came from but what matters is recognizing your 

identity as a Bahraini citizen. This is very important because there are regional 

projects that intensify the existing ethnic or religious or tribal identities such as 

‘Wali al Faqih’ or ‘Muslim Brotherhood’ or tribal influence. We saw this in Iraq 

when Saddam Hussein’s regime collapsed the Iraqi people resorted to their 

smaller identities, some resorted to their tribe while others to their sect and 
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others to their ethnic group. Thankfully in Bahrain it is not as sharp but it 

emphasizes the importance of having an inclusive national identity.”413      

                As H.E. explained, when transnational ideologies become the 

common organizing principle and not the state then the state only becomes the 

land which they operate from, and the nation state loses its meaning and value, 

becoming an exclusive place for groups with similar ideologies and excluding 

everyone else. An inclusive national identity that is capable of containing 

ideological conflict is the complete opposite as it offers a shared ground for 

people with different backgrounds and beliefs to co-exist under the rule of law in 

a civil state with its constitution and institutions as a legitimate resource for all. 

The process of state legitimization takes place on the level of the state through 

formal institutions claims of monopoly over the use of force and other coercive 

measures but it is as important for it to also take place at the level of society 

through centering the state as a key organizing principle for all non-state actors.  

           Some countries like Singapore, Germany, China, Sri Lanka implemented 

some form of a national identity program to rally society around the state, and 

this has had different outcomes in each locality. Despite the variance in 

approach and results across these countries, the salience of identity building as 

a means to create social cohesion is a testimony to its importance. Bahrain 

must draw on its own environment, experience and variables. In his explanation 

of Bahrain’s approach, H.E. The Minister of Justice stated: “We believe that 

societies and ideologies keep evolving. Some get substituted by new ones and 

others evolve from existing ones. That is why an inclusion policy is the best 

option for us in Bahrain. That is why we have many initiatives directed towards 

inclusion such as The King Hamad Global Center for Peaceful Coexistence and 

an initiative launched by the Ministry of Interior called Bahrainona ‘Our Bahrain’. 

But we also need clerics who clearly and openly espouse moderation under the 

rule of law and that is a regional challenge not just for Bahrain.”414           

           An inclusive national identity program must cover a wide range of areas, 

from education to urban planning, religious institutions, finance, housing and 

others. This means that there needs to be a higher official body that coordinates 

the activities of these various institutions in such a way that researches, 
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explicates, and implements strategies which tackle, from a structural standpoint 

centering these areas, how overcoming shortcomings would foster social 

cohesion and trust in the government and its institutions. Central to this process 

is the state as both a guiding and enforcing body because the success of such 

a comprehensive program would necessarily depend on the cooperation and 

success of all institutions involved. The economic area is pivotal to the success 

of creating an effective inclusive national identity since a lot of solutions to the 

structural problems facing these institutions would require some restructuring of 

the economy and fiscal spending. However, from this standpoint, economic 

planning must be able to resolve pressing domestic issues such as 

sectarianism, transnational ideologies, and Islamic political movements, which 

Bahrain’s economic Vision 2030415 thus far does not tackle. Therefore, what 

follows discusses preliminary outlines of programs which can deal with political, 

social and security areas highlighted by top officials in Bahrain which they 

perceive as critical for fostering social cohesion. This will be followed by an 

outline of ideological mechanisms the state can implement alongside these 

programs to tackle the question of national identity building more effectively.    

           One of the most important areas capable of tackling social cohesion is 

education. Bahrain is one of leading Middle Eastern countries in education, as 

the first public school was established as early as 1919 the first public school for 

girls was established in 1928.416  While the education system continued to 

develop steadily, benefiting from advanced legislations and infrastructure that 

supported the establishment of many robust private schools, these private 

schools offered a more advanced education with links to western educational 

institutions and world-class curricula. Although the establishment of private 

schools had improved the educational system overall, it exacerbated class 

differentials between segments of Bahraini society as well as between Bahrainis 

and other residents. According to H.E. Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed, The King’s 

Advisor of Diplomatic Affairs and Former Foreign Minister: “during my days we 

went to public schools with everybody else, students from different backgrounds 

and segments went to the same schools and received the same education but 

above all there was the human relationship between the various segments of 
                                                        
415	An	economic	vision	that	was	lunched	by	His	Majesty	King	Hamad	bin	Isa	Al	Khalifa	in	2008	evolving	around	three	
principles	of	sustainability,	fairness	and	competitiveness.	
https://www.bahrain.bh/wps/wcm/connect/38f53f2f9ad6423d9c962dbf17810c94/Vision%2B2030%2BEnglish%2B
%28low%2Bresolution%29.pdf?MOD=AJPERES		
416	Ministry	of	Education.	History.	Online	access	via:	https://www.moe.gov.bh/history/Index.aspx	
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society. Students from wealthy families were in the same class with students 

from working class families, and students from the Royal family with students 

from poor villages. They all interacted with each other and formed friendships 

and understandings of one another. People interacted and understood each 

other.” He continued: “not to say that private schools are a bad thing, in fact 

they helped improve the educational system and helped the government 

provide greater options and better allocation of the educational budget but at 

the same time it broadened the gap between those who are able to take their 

kids to private schools and those who cannot.”417 

           The ways in which the introduction of private schools alongside public 

schools as two alternative education systems have among other factors, 

contributed to social divides are as follows. On one level, the permeance of 

English as a primary work language in the private sector as well as some of the 

public sector has given graduates of private schools an unfair advantage in the 

job market compared to their public school counterparts, which helped produce 

a form of social inequality, segregating the society between those who can 

afford to take their children to private schools and those who cannot. Isolating 

people from low-income families from those who are more able financially 

widened the societal gap and created a sense of “us” and “them” from an early 

age and limited the significant factor of human relationships between these two 

segments of the society. 

           This language barrier, combined with absence of spaces for socialization 

between private and public-school students has created two separate living 

experiences for Bahrainis. The resulting segregation does not just occur on a 

social level but a spatial level as well, such that affluent, English speaking 

Bahrainis exist in and move around spaces where other Bahrainis do not. As a 

result, neither can comprehend the political struggles of the other nor perceive 

the other’s lived experience as representative of living conditions in Bahrain.  

           In its effort to tackle the issue of national identity, the Ministry of 

Education introduced a mandatory subject called “Citizenship” to be taught in all 

schools in Bahrain both public or private. As important as this initiative may be 

as it allows students to get in early age a dedicated subject on citizenship, it 

cannot replace the human relationships or undo the class difference that exists 

                                                        
417	Interview	on	25.8.2020	with	H.E.	Sheikh	Khalid	bin	Ahmed	Al	Khalifa,	former	Foreign	Minister	(from	2005-2020)	
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between different segments of Bahraini society. The introduction of private 

schools should help improve the quality and environment of the education 

system and public schools as the government will have more resources to 

allocate towards refining the quality of education and improving the public 

schools environment. Under this scenario it would be a matter of personal 

choice for families to take their children to private or public schools, knowing 

that the level of education and the environment their children will be in are more 

or less the same. However, this is not the case as many families put 

tremendous financial pressure on themselves to ensure that their children go to 

a private school mainly because of the school environment and to ensure they 

receive an education that can help them secure better jobs.  

           Deputy Prime Minister and Bahrain’s first Foreign Affairs Minister His 

Highness Sheikh Mohammed Bin Mubarak Al Khalifa who is also in charge of 

the Supreme Council for the Development of Education and Training recognizes 

the importance of redesigning the whole educational system. He is especially 

concerned with the need to link the education system to the needs of the labor 

market in such a way that helps enable graduates of private and public schools 

and universities find suitable careers and improve their living conditions. He 

stated: “the occurrence of new developments and transformations in the region 

necessitates that we reconsider everything on an ongoing basis and the best 

way to move forward is by consistently reviewing and improving the education 

system, we should not neglect the importance of national identity especially in 

our curriculums from a young age, Singapore did well in this and that is why we 

have joint programs with them to help us modernize and improve our 

educational system. We believe in our capabilities but we also believe in 

sharing and opening up to others who have their own successful experiences. 

This is why we are collaborating with Singapore, New Zealand and the UK to 

help us design the best educational system. We want to modernize and 

upgrade our educational system in order to better equip Bahrainis to deal with 

the actual needs of the labor market. Especially with all the new transformations 

and technologies that are changing many industries, we cannot continue 
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reproducing the same educational system that was designed for different 

outcomes.”418      

           H.H. Sheikh Mohammed acknowledges the ongoing challenges as well 

as the emergence of new challenges and notes, “the main objective of any 

government is the safety of its people and the continued improvement of their 

standard of living, However, we realize that there are new dimensions that must 

be seriously considered. That is why modernizing and upgrading our 

educational system to meet future needs is a priority but it is a process and it 

takes time. What matters is that we recognize these challenges and try to put 

ourselves on the right track. The quality of education as well as diversifying 

educational options to provide better opportunities for the needs of the labor 

market is a must and that is what we are trying to do in the educational reform 

program and we also have an independent authority called ‘Educational & 

Training Quality Authority’ that monitors and checks the whole educational 

system and publishes annual reports which identify and make 

recommendations to tackle current shortcomings.”419       

           The Bahraini educational system which was once one of the most 

successful in the region, has not been able to keep up with emerging 

challenges and transformations as noted by Sheikh Mohammed, which is why it 

must be redesigned in such a way that overcomes the disparity in outcomes 

between private and public schools and universities. The challenge in achieving 

this is reconciling the fiscal strain developing the public educational system 

would pose on the government with the government’s push towards 

privatization in recent years. The more private schools there are in Bahrain the 

less the government needs to spend on students and education, therefore, it 

can focus its efforts on regulating the overall educational system and reallocate 

funds into improving public schools to close the quality gap compared to private 

schools. Ultimately, such fiscal expenditure would pay off in the long term. This 

is because as long as the gap is too wide between what public schools offer in 

terms of environment and quality of education and what private schools offer, 

then graduates will continue to compete on uneven grounds over the same 

                                                        
418	Interview	on	23.9.2020	with	Bahrain’s	Deputy	Prime	Minister	and	first	Foreign	Affairs	Minister	His	Highness	
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limited number of white-collar jobs the market offers, while the blue-collar jobs 

and technical jobs will remain monopolized by the expatriate workers. Tackling 

the latter issue also requires an investment in two separate paths of education. 

One which offers general education and another one that offers vocational 

education. These diversified educational options provide students and the 

market with wider career options which should help overcome issues of 

unemployment among Bahrainis as it reduces the need for expatriate labor. 

While this approach would only work when combined with labor protections that 

ensure employers still have an incentive to hire Bahrainis which they currently 

do not because of higher wage expectations. Such protections could include 

setting a similar, higher minimum wage for Bahraini and non-Bahraini blue-

collar workers which is difficult but necessary to achieve after vocational 

education programs are launched and a new class of Bahraini workers is ready 

to take up this type of employment.        

           In addition, another area that drives social divide in Bahrain society is the 

increased isolation of villages and poorly designed areas which has created the 

perfect environment for sectarian entrepreneurs to isolate their constituents 

from the state and its institutions, and thereby become mediators between the 

state and their sect. These conditions strengthened the sectarian division and 

helped breed radicals from Shia and Sunni sects with limited interaction or 

understanding of the state as well as other segments of society. It is therefore 

important to resolve this issue from a structural standpoint through a firm de-

sectarianization and de-radicalization process that would help create the 

necessary conditions for an inclusive national identity. 

            Under the national identity program these areas must be renewed 

according to a well designed gentrification and upgrading their infrastructure, 

urban planning and redesigning and opening these narrow roads and villages 

and offering many access to highways. This provides the people living in these 

areas a room to breath, better living conditions, easier communication and 

better access to other areas, this also helps security forces to control these 

areas when needed and prevent terrorists to use these places as their hideouts. 

This along with the environmental issue of some possible disrupted coastal 

activities that hurt the local fishing sector and the livelihood of those who 

depend on it, due to previously reclaimed lands that were part of new economic, 

commercial or touristic zones, therefore, environmentally improving the 
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conditions of the damaged coastal areas and providing better alternatives to 

improve the local fishery sectors as a matter of food security, better urban 

planning and also to improve the working conditions of those working in this 

important sector.  

           Regarding the issue of clerics and sect leaders acting as mediators 

between the state and their constituents H.E. The Minister of Justice notes the 

following: “we still have mediators between us, we do not deal directly with 

some groups because of the mediators that act on behalf of their groups and 

that is a problem. However, things are much better now compared to how they 

were 4 or 5 years ago. People have become more open, after we have 

overcome these religious barriers. We should build on where we have arrived in 

order to strengthen the role of civil society under the rule of law.”420        

           Infrastructure and housing are spatial factors that have historically 

created barriers between Bahrainis of different sects, with villages functioning 

as closed enclaves, isolating some segments of the society from city life. The 

disparity in infrastructure quality between urban areas and villages has been a 

cause of disenfranchisement and community grievances which enabled 

sectarian entrepreneurs to rally and mobilize locals in their area against the 

state and frame the poor quality of infrastructure and housing on systemic 

targeting. State expenditure on public infrastructure in villages increased in the 

last two decades but the narrow roads and poor designs helped sect leaders 

keep them isolated from the state and fueled many of the perceived grievances 

of less privileged communities, which is why redesigning them under the 

national identity program is a viable security option. This can be done through 

the allocation of higher budgets for the municipalities serving these communities 

while ensuring that there are effective mechanisms to ensure the proper 

utilization of these budgets in such ways that materially address the grievances 

pertaining to the poor infrastructure of those areas. 

           Housing is another important angle to tackle the spatial segregation and 

radicalization of certain localities in Bahrain. While the Ministry of Housing is 

responsible for building and distributing housing units to all Bahraini families, 

sect leaders have been known to pressure the government to allocate the 

houses built in their areas to members of their own communities. This has 
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fueled the spatial isolation of communities from one another and limited their 

interactions with one another and the state. Areas like Sitra for example are 

almost entirely secluded from the city of Riffa despite the geographical proximity 

to one another. In fact, the isolation of both areas from another is so prominent 

that it is quite common for residents of Riffa to have never stepped foot in Sitra 

or vice versa. To tackle this, the housing distribution policy should not be based 

on kinship and pre-existing communal ties which are often articulated along 

sectarian lines, but rather oriented towards diversifying the demographic make-

up of Bahraini cities and villages, as has been successfully achieved in areas 

like Isa Town. According to Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed, Former Foreign Minister 

“we have a great example in the city of Isa Town. It was built by the government 

in the 60s and the houses were distributed to Bahrainis from various sects. 

People there have been living together in harmony and with respect and 

peaceful coexistence. Even during the events of 2011, no sectarian issues were 

reported there unlike closed societies and areas.”421           

                If overcoming spatial segregation can address grievances pertaining 

to living conditions, then creating effective formal communications for other 

communal grievances to be communicated and resolved in collaboration with 

state institutions instead of the mediators between the state and their groups, 

they should be replaced by the state’s institutions and laws. According to H.E. 

Ali bin Saleh Al Saleh Chairman of Shura Council “what we need in Bahrain is 

not only a strong national state but a national civil state, this means that the 

freedom of religion and practice is protected but it remains an individual right 

not a way societies and communities impose on themselves and on others, that 

civil state is governed by its constitution and laws not by different religious 

groups. In a civil state the national identity must be strong and we have seen 

cases in other countries where national identity is not a common denominator 

and groups tended to shield themselves within their groups instead of the 

umbrella of the state. It happened in Libya, in Yemen, in Iraq and other 

places.”422 Once the inclusive national identity that is based on the civil national 

state and its institutions is not the common denominator the role of the state is 

reduced and the role of groups within the state increases and therefore each 
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group will need to protect their own interests and not the interests of the state, 

they will need a leader that speaks on behalf of the group and protects its 

interests and fights for them to have a fair representation in the state as a group 

not as citizens of equal rights, that is one of the main factors that contributed to 

the failure of Lebanon as a state because it adopted such system that enriched 

the sect leaders and weakened the state and its institutions. 

Without successfully handling the financial and economic challenges, 

many of which require a restructuring of the economy in such a way that 

prioritizes fostering social cohesion through addressing structural economic 

challenges, it would be difficult to maintain security and stability or implement 

any of the proposed reforms outlined in this chapter thus far. Upgrading the 

state’s infrastructure, especially in villages and other closed localities, 

continuing with the housing program, and adjusting the educational system and 

its substructure all require financial capabilities that the current limited oil-based 

economy cannot guarantee. Other economic challenges include labor market 

inefficiencies, and the need to continually create jobs, diversify the 

government’s revenues and reduce its dependency on oil revenues, all while 

maintaining an economic system that does not rely on income or profit 

(corporate) taxes in order to attract foreign investment. 

5.3 Neoclassical realist approach to domestic and regional level variables     
           As a small state with limited resources, Bahrain’s need to grow its 

economy and strengthen its financial capabilities becomes a priority especially 

when it needs to constantly deal with domestic and regional challenges. H.E. 

Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed, the former Foreign Affairs Minister and the current 

King’s Advisor on Diplomatic Affairs, reinforces this point: “we need a strong 

national identity but parallel to that we also need a stronger and better economy 

to help us bolster our national identity. A strong economy and a better life for all 

citizens is the main goal of the Bahraini government. As they seek a better life, 

Bahraini citizens need an economy that is sustainable and one which 

guarantees better opportunities for them and their children. Today, Bahrainis 

don’t see that maintaining their current standard of living as being under threat, 

but they also aspire to a better living standard. Bahrain is surrounded by rich 

neighbors and therefore Bahrainis’ expectations are understandably high. If 

they see promising opportunities for themselves and their children to improve 

their living standards then they will fight to protect them. Citizens look at 



166 
 

economic policies and if their outcomes offer them a better life then this will be 

the best guarantee that they will protect their national identity.” 423 As such, in 

this section I assess how the security options presented by Bahraini 

policymakers to foster national identity thus far can be implemented using a 

neoclassical realist approach that centers the state in the process of economic 

and social restructuring.      

           To address the lack of incentive of the private sector to hire locals on 

account of the cheaper cost of hiring expatriate workers, the state must work 

towards unifying the current minimum wage for locals and expatriates. This 

would offer a fair and leveled competition based on skills and quality instead of 

lower hiring costs. Doing so would also liberate many of the migrant laborers 

regulations especially ones related to their living conditions they endure under 

the unleveled low-cost structure of the labor market system which facilitates 

their exploitation. This challenge must be resolved by changing the labor market 

legislation, which requires a great level of cooperation and understanding from 

the parliament and the government in order to come up with viable legislation 

that the government can execute in a rewarding way. With expected pushback 

from private sector leaders, achieving this would require great compromise from 

both the state and the business class in order to minimize the impact the current 

low-cost labor market system has on the Bahraini labor market while taking into 

consideration the economic impact this would have on the profits and business 

models of existing businesses.  

           This type of labor market reforms must be rewarding for business owners 

and appealing for Bahraini workers in terms of income, instead of the current 

low income these jobs produce which only appeals to unskilled foreign labor 

and pushes Bahrainis away from these jobs. The current situation resulted in a 

massive imbalance in the labor market where foreign workers represent more 

than 50% of the workforce and unemployment among Bahrainis might soon 

become a serious challenge. Improving these conditions will encourage more 

Bahrainis to work in unskilled jobs once their returns are more rewarding and 

the job conditions and standards are enhanced by appropriate regulations and 

laws which will result in better cash flows within the local market and 

redistributed into the economy. On the long run, this would increase the value of 

                                                        
423	Interview	on	25.8.2020	with	H.E.	Sheikh	Khalid	bin	Ahmed	Al	Khalifa,	former	Foreign	Minister	(from	2005-2020)	
&	currently	advisor	for	Diplomatic	Affairs	to	His	Majesty	King	Hamad	bin	Isa.	
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each amount spent and therefore benefit the overall economy instead of the 

current state where huge cash outflows are being sent abroad by foreign 

laborers.  

           Additionally, it is currently the case that any person that holds 

commercial registration can apply to a foreign workers visa and import foreign 

workers without any prerequisite requirements on their skills or qualifications. 

This process was initially designed to ease the process of establishing and 

doing business in Bahrain. However, what is needed now is new legislations 

that enforce a limit on the number of work visas Bahrain issues each year to 

ensure that foreign workers entering the labor market do not exceed the jobs 

created for locals and make sure they have the required skills and qualifications 

for the job. Also the living condition of the foreign laborers must be properly 

regulated and addressed to ensure that foreign workers entering the country 

have the ability to maintain the minimum accepted living standard, as the 

COVID-19 crisis shown that many workers live in congested small places 

sharing the same room with many others in very poor conditions which creates 

health and other alarming issues. This will ensure that the cost of living for 

foreign and local workers is not hugely different, rectifying the unfair competition 

and leveling the field based on quality and added value which helps grow the 

economy in a sustainable way. 

           In addition to tackling the education system’s and labor market’s 

outcomes and legislations which pertain to migrant workers, Bahrain must also 

address the need to diversify away from oil income as well as limit the private 

sector’s reliance on government expenditure. When oil prices or demand 

periodically fall, the government finds itself unable to adjust its fiscal budget 

which leaves it no option but to borrow money from the financial markets which 

has exacerbated the total sum of national debt over the past decade reaching 

challenging levels. Although Bahrain did well in terms of diversifying its 

economy (non-oil sector contributed to 82% of the economy and oil sector 

formed only 18% in 2017), the oil sector still made up about 75%424 of the 

government’s revenue considering that the government does not pose income 

or corporate taxes on residents and businesses. Therefore, to fix the issue of 

primary reliance on oil as a source of government revenues, Bahrain must apply 
                                                        
424 Government	of	Bahrain.	(2018).	Fiscal	Balance	Program.	Ministry	of	Finance	and	National	Economy,	online	
access	via:	https://www.mofne.gov.bh/fbp_en.pdf 
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a corporate tax system that targets high earning companies. On top of the 

corporate profit tax, Bahrain must improve its sovereign wealth fund 

investments, while ensuring the balancing of their domestic investment portfolio 

and lucrative opportunities available in international markets. Beyond the 

economic gains of diversifying Bahrain’s SWF portfolio, doing so also 

strengthens the state’s soft power abroad. Similarly, to what wealthier Gulf 

states have done, Bahrain has much to gain from investing in academic 

programs in the West which focus on Gulf studies and the Middle East at large. 

Such investments, which take the form of funding for certain research programs 

and subjects, can give legitimacy and credibility to Bahrain’s foreign policy 

objectives and manufacture a support base among western think tanks and 

policymakers to back Bahrain’s lobbying efforts abroad. This is especially 

important for ensuring backing for Bahrain’s push towards denuclearization and 

disarmament of the Iranian regime which poses a mutual challenge for western 

countries as well.  

           Moreover, SWFs should partner with international firms to establish 

certain businesses, investments and industries that the government is trying to 

focus on instead of largely focusing on investing in international markets while 

neglecting domestic industries.   For example, the downstream industry offers a 

great domestic investment opportunity for the Bahraini government which can 

be efficiently utilized for the betterment of the domestic economy. Not taking 

advantage of these opportunities thus far meant that the growth of these 

industries was extremely limited. By only extracting oil and exporting it as raw 

material without any added value, the Bahraini oil and gas industry has lost out 

on the opportunity to generate added value from raw materials and sell them as 

finished products, which has great potential in creating new jobs, generating 

profits, and minimizing industrial waste. Similar arguments can be made for 

other industries such as the aluminum industry which continues to lack 

downstream channels. Government investment in this underutilized industrial 

stream can both alleviate the fiscal pressure facing the country as well as grow 

a new segment of the economy that is open to domestic and foreign investment.  

           Though this restructuring of the Bahraini economy is undoubtedly difficult 

to implement, the necessity of connecting economic goals with the overarching 

security objective of creating material grounds for social cohesion and 

promoting the legitimization of state institutions among all segments of society 
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make this task a feasible priority. Economic expansion through privatization 

may invite wealth into the country, but without effective mechanisms to grow the 

fiscal budget that is directly responsible for promoting economic welfare across 

socioeconomic classes, little of this growth translates into social stability. As 

such, this paper proposes the prioritization of alleviating the difficulties facing 

lower and even middle class segments of society who become, through 

vulnerability and arguably desperation, more susceptible to the influence of 

sectarian entrepreneurs, transnational ideologies, and foreign powers. 

           The material transformation in the living conditions of Bahrainis across all 

sects and creeds is a direct approach that offers tangible solutions to the 

structural issues embedded in the Bahraini social fabric. However, no less 

important than material change that minimizes the disparity in the living 

conditions of Bahrainis is the question of cultural integration of disenfranchised 

Bahrainis who continue to find themselves underrepresented across sites of 

cultural production. Every state has narratives about itself and its character, 

people, history, language, and traditions. These narratives serve an important 

political function; they create a cohesive, uniform image of the nation and 

cultural identity and what it means to be its subject. It is therefore important that 

the narrative of the nation-state to emphasize and center particular events 

associated with its emergence and formulation in its present state. As the 

historian Yaov Di-Capua famously noted, “history writing took the modern 

nation-state as its ultimate subject of investigation.”425 Biographies of the nation 

therefore are necessarily constructed in such a way that promotes nationalisms 

of particular forms.  

           This construction of the nation through cultural production of history 

consequently can serve a vital function in creating and fostering a cohesive 

national identity that celebrated the diversity of its various communities In 

Bahrain, history books for example should tell the story of the nation’s modern 

era as having begun with the conquest of al-Khalifa in the same way the story of 

the United States begins with the founding fathers. In terms of Bahraini people. 

the key narrative paints Arab and Muslim identities as the primary social 

categories representing Bahraini identity. While both of these elements are 

important for fostering a healthy nationalism that celebrates Bahrain’s Arabness 

                                                        
425	Yoav	Di-Capua.	Gatekeepers	of	the	Arab	Past:	Historians	and	History	Writing	in	Twentieth-Century	
Egypt.University	of	Columbia	Press,	Berkeley,	Los	Angeles	&	London,	2009,	Page	9.	
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and the Al-Khalifa family as inseparable from what it means to conceive 

Bahrain, the promotion of social cohesion can also integrate into the story of the 

nation the history and cultural identities of other segments of the society who 

are just as integral to Bahrain’s diverse social fabric including Sunnis, Shias, 

Christians, Jews, Hindus and other communities. Towards this end, the Bahraini 

state has founded The King Hamad Global Center for Peaceful Coexistence. 

The first declaration of this global initiative for inter-faith dialogue is as follows:  

“We celebrate that religion has been amongst the greatest forces 
of good in our world, and has principally inspired people to share 
that same good with their fellow man. The world community 
recognizes that Religious Faith and Expression are a basic 
inalienable right. However, now, as in certain times in the past, 
religion is too frequently used as a divine sanction to spread hate 
and dissension. Rather than sustaining people through crisis, 
religion has been used to contribute to the crisis, and sometimes it 
has created those crises. We begin to address this negativity by 
learning to differentiate between healthy and unhealthy forms of 
religious teaching and activity. We recognize that this can only be 
counteracted through Inter-Faith Dialogue, and the sharing of 
knowledge, thus leading to the positivity of enlightenment and 
understanding.”426 

 

           Accordingly, this initiative offers the Bahraini state a powerful channel for 

the integration of the story of various faith communities into its own, which can 

provide recognition and visibility to those important social elements while at 

once not undermining Bahrain’s Arab and predominantly Muslim character. The 

initiative can champion this objective that is integral to its mission in various 

ways. For example, social studies and citizenship school textbooks that are 

taught to school pupils throughout their academic journey can include lessons 

that describe and celebrate Bahrain’s diversity through including short stories 

and histories of various faith communities. Nelida Fuccaro for example offers a 

comprehensive account of life in Manama since 1800 that describes in great 

detail the economic conditions and business climate in Bahrain that invited the 

Ajam community to migrate and settle in Bahrain and establish the great Ajam 

mosque in Manama that continues to serve the Bahraini Shia community 

through religious and cultural activities. Integrating this narrative in a way that 

promotes a positive image of the Ajam community as part of rather than 

antagonists of the Bahraini identity can play a positive impact on communal self 
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perceptions and promote a sense of patriotism that finds legitimacy in the 

state’s recognition of the community’s Bahrainness. Similarly, expanding the 

scope of what it means to be Bahraini should recognize the Arabnness of the 

Hawala community that continues to find itself in a quest to either prove their 

Arab authenticity that is painted as hallmark of true citizenship in Bahrain or 

differentiate themselves from it. The term Hawala in Arabic can mean those 

who move, change, transform, descend, migrate or wander, and this community 

understands its story as one of return to the Arab motherland; they are a set of 

Arab clans “who had migrated from Arabia and lived in southern Persia, and 

have since returned to the Arabian Peninsula.” 427  However, integrating all 

segments of society within the state’s narrative, belongness and Arabness 

regardless of their backgrounds and historical roots is something that Ajam, 

Hawala, Bahrana, Najdis and all other segments of the Bahraini society must 

also implement and strengthen within their communities and not only a sole 

responsibility of the state. Conversely, the association of Arabness with 

Bahrainis of Najdi origins should not ignores the Arabness of this equally 

Bahraini and equally Arab community whose history remains in the periphery of 

local narratives about the small island. With regards to non-Bahrainis, the 

Bahrain Authority for Culture and Antiquities has had relative success in 

promoting and celebrating the legacy and achievements of the Indian 

community in Bahrain and building and contributing to Bahrain’s rich culture 

through a long history of trade and exchange between the two old civilizations. 

However, outside of this cultural platform that is frequented by the culture-savvy 

Bahrainis, there is little cultural production that celebrates the contributions of 

Indians and other non-Bahraini communities which can help combat 

xenophobia and promote a culture of inclusion and diversity. To address that, 

similar efforts can be made to emphasize this narrative in an accessible and 

digestible way to the Bahraini citizenry through innovative and modern 

education that the King Hamad center can champion in its future initiatives.   

           The expansion of Bahraini history telling in a way that celebrated 

interfaith is one effective means to transform the nature of cultural production in 

such a way that meets the objectives of national identity and social cohesion 

building, but there are other sites of cultural production where this can be done 
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as well such as national media via Bahrain TV. Bahrain annually produces a 

number of local series that tell stories of the rich, the poor, the good, and the 

bad. An important sub-genre of Bahraini series are those that take place in the 

pre-oil era, which paint particular images of what life looked like in simpler 

times. After 2011 little was done within this genre to represent the diversity of 

the Bahraini community or its shared history at that time as they often feature 

marginal historical events that had very little in shaping Bahrain’s modern 

history instead of more defining historical moments that formed the collective 

Bahraini memory such as the exploration of Oil and how it helped form some of 

its early institutions where many Bahrainis from different segments of the 

society worked together alongside non-Bahrainis or how it contributed in 

massively expanding the presence of foreign workers which changed the labor 

market and the demography of the society in general. Furthermore, even more 

sensitive events such as the foreign attempts to invade Al Zubara in 1782 when 

it was still under Al-Khalifa’s rule or Bahrain’s main island on many occasions 

which unified Bahrainis under the flag to protect their nation from foreign 

invasions. The events it shows and the story it tells is more important for the 

collective memory than merely featuring characters which speak in diversified 

dialects that are used across the society. While a selective representation and 

omission of Bahraini communities in those series might projects a false 

impression suggesting that in the pre-oil era, the Bahraini society was not 

diversified as it is today, however, it is the stories it tells that are more important 

in forming the unified national identity and collective memory that reinforces the 

historical coexistence Bahrain is known for. While there have been attempts to 

address this through mini series or media programs produced by Bahrain TV 

featuring more diversified characters for examples, there has been pushback 

from the community on account of such representation being offensive or 

playing off existing prejudice against them especially after 2011, which is a 

continuation of focusing on minor details instead of historical moments that 

brought the people together which can work on emphasizing a unified Bahrain.  

While during 2011, whenever the state TV had invited cultural 

representatives of the community such as actors or presenters or preachers to 

speak on television or take up roles in cultural production, radical elements of 

the community occasionally threatened them and made it difficult for them to 

seek representation through formal state media out of fear of repercussions. To 



173 
 

address this effectively, it is crucial that the role of community mediators that 

isolates their communities from the state is minimized and the state protection 

to communities that suffers from such intentional isolation is increased. 

Similarly, on the part of directors, producers, and story writers more work can 

be done to normalize the representation of a wider segment of society through 

careful production that takes into account communal sensitivities while 

simultaneously trying to promote a message of social cohesion and unity in line 

with the government’s objective to do so that it had vocalized through a number 

of infomercials in recent years. What is more, community leaders can engage in 

dialogue with more radical elements in their locality to curb their negative 

influence that undermines state and social efforts to make amends and move 

on past the events of 2011. Offering disenfranchised communities more media 

representation and providing them with the safety to do so without fear of 

repercussions from radicals within their closed communities is not only a cost-

effective means to tackle social division, but it also contributes to undoing 

decades of perceived marginalization through acknowledging and celebrating 

their significance in making up the Bahraini social fabric.   

           And finally, the Bahrain Authority for Culture and Antiquities can also 

play an important role in promoting the inclusion of various Bahraini and non-

Bahraini communities in an effort to tackle sectarianism and xenophobia and 

build a cohesive national identity. The Authority is responsible for the creation 

and promotion of cultural activities that span from hosting art galleries and 

managing high profile cultural exchange events, to promoting tourism, and 

organizing festivals, concerts and educational activities. In a similar vein to how 

the Authority has traditionally celebrated the achievements and cultural 

exchanges between Bahrain and India without such an effort infringing upon the 

Arab identity of Bahrain, it is possible to create and promote cultural events that 

celebrate the history and contributions of communities that are often absent 

from the national imaginary. This can include for example highlighting and 

celebrating the integrity of Christian, Jewish, Hindu and Buddhist communities 

to Bahrain’s national identity and the ways in which these communities have 

contributed to enriching Bahrain’s unique culture through celebrating their 

notables, poets, artists, and other workers who continue to enrich Bahrain’s 

diverse culture. Similarly, the rich history of historically non-Arab nationals as 

merchants who connected Bahrain to the Indian ocean and contributed to the 
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cuisine, architecture and dialect of Bahrainis across sects can also be better 

highlighted and integrated in the cultural activities of the Authority. Sheikha Mai 

bint Mohammed al-Khalifa, who presently heads the Authority, in her book titled 

Mohammed bin Khalifa (1813-1890): al-Usṭoora wa al-Tārikh al-Muwāzi makes 

many references to this fact. She describes the cultural influences of the 

diversified communities such as the ones that migrated from Iran for example in 

a positive manner that does not give currency to any Iranian claims of 

legitimacy over Bahrain while still seeing as integral and a product of natural 

interaction that important cultural influences exist between the two neighboring 

states.428  

           Because schools, media, and state-sponsored cultural activities are all 

part of the state’s ideological apparatus, they represent effective means by 

which a national identity can be forged through multiculturalism as opposed to 

assimilation that has naturally been resisted everywhere where it has been 

attempted. Through both alleviating the dire material conditions that give 

currency to sectarian entrepreneurs attempts to divide and exploit certain 

communities, and granting more visibility and representation to those 

communities, Bahrain can overcome the internal sources of instability that at 

once feed and feed off external sources such as transnational ideologies, 

Islamist movements, and hostile states like Iran. Centering the state in tackling 

domestic level variables in line with neoclassical realism while heavily 

accounting for social dynamics as key targets to tackle in the effort to secure 

domestic affairs is in line with security studies innovative move towards 

expanding the scope of what falls under security concerns and strategies as 

discussed earlier. However, because minimizing and managing destabilizing 

domestic level variables cannot occur in isolation of regional and systemic level 

variables which dialectically interact with it, what follows is a thorough 

examination of those variables as understood and analyzed	 by	 Bahraini	

policymakers using both neorealism and neoliberalism as a backdrop for 

analysis. 

5.4 Bahraini state perspective on regional, and international level variables  
           While the previous section has dealt with domestic level variables using 

a neoclassical realist approach that both centers the state as a key guarantor of 
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domestic security while directing policy recommendations towards addressing 

structural issues which drive sectarian divides and allow transnational 

ideologies to take ground, this section will address the regional and international 

systemic variables since the events of 2011. From the standpoint of the state, 

the 2011 events, Bahrain had to deal with excessive interferences in its 

domestic affairs as well as serious financial challenges. Bahrain had received 

vital support from GCC allies at that time, both via the Peninsula Shield forces 

which helped secure its borders and guard it from a perceived Iranian threat429 

as well as through generous financial aid from Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the 

UAE. This helped Bahrain overcome some of the most difficult challenges in its 

recent history and demonstrated the solid commitment of GCC states towards 

one another. A senior European official has noted to H.E. Sheikh Khalid bin 

Ahmed when he was the Foreign Minister of Bahrain: “Now we know for sure 

that the GCC is for real after we saw the support Bahrain got by sending the 

Peninsula Shield troops and the substantial financial support it received.”430 

Despite the substantial successes of the GCC as a security organization both 

during and prior to 2011, as noted in previous chapters there is a need for a 

reconfiguration of Bahrain’s security strategies in the light of recent 

developments in intra-GCC affairs as well as regional affairs on the whole. 

           Regarding intra-GCC affairs, Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed noted the 

following: “the GCC as an organization is there to stay but we need to make it 

better. Currently the Council continues to work and coordinate together and the 

technical committees did not stop collaborating in different areas including 

military cooperation and joint exercises. However, the political progress of the 

GCC has stalled. When the late King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz proposed to the 

leaders of the GCC in 2011 to move from the stage of cooperation to the stage 

of union, he put forward the most important and popular demand in all GCC 

states: a union based on strong and solid foundations. Even this popular 

proposal faced obstacles, so I say that it [the GCC] did not yet reach a stage 

where it is capable of meeting all the challenges, this has especially become 

evident following the biggest obstacle to the progress of the GCC which is the 
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issue of Qatar.”431 Achieving this would require that GCC states reach a shared 

understanding about what their common threats and challenges are. For 

example, all GCC states view the U.S. as a friendly and strategic ally, but they 

do not all view Turkey or Iran in the same way. H.E. Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed 

pointed out that “divergence had always been there -to an extent- but it has 

never harmed the GCC in the same way Qatar’s divergence has. Oman always 

had open relations with Iran and we understand and trust them but what Qatar 

did is more than just divergence in ideas or priorities. Kuwait offered to mediate 

and we welcomed this but this initiative should be supplemented with a ‘Terms 

of Reference’ to outline exactly how we proceed step by step until the Qatari 

issue is resolved, Kuwait did not supplement their mediating initiative with 

such.”432  

           While this is how policymakers chose to deal with Qatar, there has been 

an increased tendency to sign bilateral arrangements which were discussed in 

previous chapters such as the coordination councils formed between Saudi and 

UAE and Saudi and Bahrain. H.E. Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed clarifies that “yes 

there is a Bahraini, Saudi and UAE axis within the GCC but there is no intention 

to leave the GCC and form another regional organization. We are still fully 

committed to the GCC. There is no prejudice, but we hope that this axis can 

provide an example on how like-minded states work together and show the 

benefits the GCC states can gain from such an approach. The door is open for 

any GCC state to join us in our progressive approach. We are sure that other 

GCC leaders and citizens would see the benefits of this approach. The bilateral 

arrangements do not replace the importance or the role of the GCC but since 

the progress slowed down we should not slow down. We had to find a way to 

overcome this and continue developing and working towards achieving the 

goals of the GCC and in line with the GCC’s charter and mandate.”433       

           Bahrain’s position within the GCC and beyond is consistent with this 

approach. As a small state, Bahrain seeks stronger alliances with like-minded 

states whether to strengthen its position within the GCC or the region at large. 

H.E. Deputy Secretary General of Supreme Defense Council Dr. Sheikh 
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Abdullah bin Ahmed Al Khalifa recognized this by saying: “Being part of strong 

alliances is the best approach for Bahrain as a small state with limited 

resources and the GCC is the most important alliance for us. Bahrain is also an 

active member of the Arab League, Coalition to support legitimacy in Yemen led 

by Saudi Arabia, the International Coalition to fight ISIS led by the U.S. and has 

a close relationship with NATO through Bahrain’s accession to the Istanbul 

Cooperation Initiative lunched by NATO to enhance cooperation with GCC 

states by a joint program called ‘Individual Partnership & Cooperation Program’ 

in areas such as counterterrorism, disaster management or cyber security, as 

well as being one of the first Arab states that signed the Treaty for Amity & 

Cooperation with ASEAN. Bahrain also offers superior infrastructure for 

important international alliances such as the ‘Combined Maritime Forces’ which 

comprises 33 countries led by the U.S. and is based out of Bahrain. The country 

has well-demonstrated its ability to offer the U.S. and other strategic allies such 

a valuable security infrastructure and a commitment to their doctrine of 

countering terrorism, fighting against drugs and piracy, and protecting 

international trade routes.”434       

Aware of its limited capabilities and influence on regional outcomes, 

Bahrain has thus far, in line with the neorealist approach, favored a pragmatic 

approach to world affairs that is based on cooperation with the foreign policy 

objectives of likeminded powerful states on which it depends to maintain its 

security. For example, while Bahrain may not have immediate interests in the 

Yemen campaign, it understands Saudi security to be indispensable to its own, 

and therefore has participated in the campaign and showed unwavering support 

to the legitimacy of the Saudi objectives in Yemen. Similarly, while on the 

immediate term the Muslim Brotherhood poses greater threat over other GCC 

states than on Bahrain, it stood against the political movement and in support of 

its regional allies as a means to solidify its standing as a reliable member of the 

organizations and treaties to which it belongs, and from a standpoint that their 

security is interconnected.  

           While many security experts criticized the exclusion of Iraq and Iran from 

the GCC, it is difficult to device a regional security arrangement that was formed 

to deal with certain threats among other objectives to include the source of 
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threat in its formation, this is similar to NATO’s foundational decision not to 

including USSR in their formation or allowing Russia to join them later. 

Therefore, policymakers in the region have found it to be more realistic and in 

their best interest not to include Iran but instead try to significantly improve the 

balance of power in order to change Iranian behavior and explore new 

opportunities for cooperation from which the GCC states and Iran can benefit. 

As former Minister of Foreign Affairs H.E. Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed explains: 

“the GCC was formed as a result of serious Iranian threats and was not formed 

to include Iran. It was rather formed to shield its members from Iranian threats. 

It contributed to minimizing Iranian interferences -to an extent- and then came 

the Iraqi-Iranian war with its challenges and later the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. 

More recently there were renewed Iranian attempts to jeopardize our security 

during the so called Arab Spring. Iran’s doctrine is different from the GCC states 

but we are always ready to have strong and positive cooperation with Iran once 

it changes its behavior.”435 To achieve a common ground where both parties 

benefit from cooperation with one another and find little incentive to destabilize 

order, there must first be grounds for effective cooperation among Gulf states 

themselves and a willingness to compromise from the Iranian side considering 

the historical level of mistrust it has fostered among its neighbors with the 

expansionist policies of the Khomeini regime. As the party with a demonstrated 

record of hostility towards its neighbors, from the perspective of GCC 

policymakers the burden of proving well intentions must fall on Iran itself such 

as immediately and explicitly ending its support to its agents, non-state actors 

and related militias such as Hezbollah (among many others), stop interfering 

(directly or indirectly) in the internal affairs of its neighbors, stop smuggling 

weapons and expulsions to any Arab state and positively cooperate on showing 

its peaceful intensions with its nuclear and ballistic missiles programs, after 

which negotiations can begin on leveled grounds.       

           H.E. Deputy Secretary General of the Supreme Defense Council Dr. 

Sheikh Abdullah bin Ahmed Al Khalifa emphasizes this: “The composition of the 

Iranian regime will remain a source of instability. When the Iranian Supreme 

Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei speaks, the military and security and intelligence 

institutions and their affiliated regional militias and non-state actors follow and 
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act accordingly. Despite the diplomatic appearance of the President and his 

Foreign Minister, what the President or the Foreign Minister say does not 

necessarily get translated into actions or policy, unlike the Supreme Leader and 

his military commanders. Let me mention one of many incidents that explains 

why we need to have a favorable balance of power before we extend a 

cooperation arm to Iran. In 2015 when the nuclear deal was signed between 

Iran and the P5+1 (JCPOA), H.M. King Hamad sent a congratulatory cable to 

President Hassan Rouhani. There was hope in the region even though this deal 

did not address our concerns or the threats we face from the Iranian disruptive 

behavior. However, Bahrain and all GCC states did in goodwill extend a hand to 

Iran and congratulated it. Two days after the cable was sent, the security forces 

in Bahrain prevented an attempt to smuggle huge quantities of weapons and 

explosives across the sea that were coming from Iran.”436 Keeping in mind the 

obstacle posed by Iran’s refusal to cooperate or show goodwill towards its 

neighbors, the GCC finds little room to devise a strategy that does not center 

the Iranian problem. As such, the GCC’s strategic approach builds on both 

neorealism and neoliberalism. This is done by both establishing the proper 

foundation for cooperation through a neorealist lens which centers maintaining 

a balance of power that stabilizes the region and neutralizes the Iranian threat, 

while at once working towards finding opportunities for collaboration with Iran 

and creating conditions that facilitate mutual benefits for maintaining peace.  

 According to H.E. Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed Bahrain’s Former Foreign 

Minister and current Diplomatic Advisor, “Bahrain proposed about 14 years ago 

a serious initiative to establish a Middle East regional organization that would 

include all Arab states, Iran, Turkey and Israel. Iran rejected it immediately, the 

Arab League did not want to go ahead with it and Israel did not respond. Only 

Turkey accepted, but it was not too eager to push it forward. This initiative 

aimed to establish a mechanism for joint action, a platform for all regional states 

to discuss shared matters through a positive setup. Issues that would feature 

include the Arab Peace Initiative for the Palestinian – Israeli conflict, water 

disputes, boarder disputes, resource sharing, etc. H.M. King Hamad’s main 

drive was to push peace in the region, establish a positive regional platform 

based on dialogue, and keep Arab states as key players while preventing them 
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from becoming the playing field, which is unfortunately the case today with 

many Arab states.”437      

           As this example shows, peace initiatives only work when concerned 

parties find enough incentive to partake. Initiatives like the one proposed by 

Bahrain cannot work unless they become a common goal for all regional states. 

GCC states need to shift their current “collective arrangement” into a 

“cooperative arrangement” that is more flexible and pragmatic and which offers 

GCC states a wider range of issues to work with rather than a limited range of 

unanimously agreeable matters. Moving from collective security arrangement to 

cooperative security arrangement requires commitment from all GCC states 

which is difficult to achieve under current circumstances. However, according to 

H.E. Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed, “shifting towards a cooperative security 

arrangement will serve the region better than the current collective security 

arrangement which temporarily halts the GCC when there is no unanimous 

agreement on substantive issues. With this approach we must have major 

international allies on our side. This does not necessarily mean that we align 

with one side against another, but rather creating partnerships based on shared 

interests be it with the U.S., UK, Japan, China or ASEAN and others. This 

region must link its interests with the rest of the world. Will we get there? I don’t 

know. When? I don’t know. But that is for sure the best way to move forward. 

Conversely, choosing to confront these threats individually based on each 

state’s own understanding and definition of what constitutes a threat will not 

help make this region safer.”438      

           Restoring the regional balance of power requires a clear understanding 

of the threats and a unified approach to deal with them. As noted by H.E. 

Minister of Justice: “we cannot talk about regional security without being peer-

to-peer with Iran. The current imbalance must be rectified otherwise there 

cannot be regional stability. It is not that Iran has a more advanced position but 

its policy to destabilize its neighbors through the use of non-state actors which 

help advance its foreign policy objectives, including exporting its version of 
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Islamic revolution and ideologies, creates an imbalance that must be 

addressed.”439      

           While previous attempts to contain Iran’s expansionist and destructive 

policies all failed, Bahrain along with its allies continue to attempt to shift the 

balance of power in order to lay the foundations of a cooperative environment. It 

is only after neutralizing Iran’s expansionist foreign policy objectives that a 

neoliberal approach could be adopted. On part of the GCC level this would 

require member states to foster mutual interests and build their foreign policies 

around protecting them, which can be done through integrating economies, 

labor market, security, environmental and social challenges. For instance, Gulf 

states can invest in joint sovereign wealth funds for example which would create 

a material basis for cooperation with one another. Overtime, non-GCC states 

like Iran and Iraq can be included in joint investment initiatives as a means to 

achieve the same.  

           However, only integrating financial interests without a favorable balance 

of power or common agreement would not prevent states from moving from a 

“warm peace” and positive cooperation into “cold peace” or even escalation. For 

example, integrating and linking financial interests did not prevent tensions from 

escalating between the U.S. and China although China is the largest U.S. 

government bonds holder, and American firms are highly dependent on 

Chinese factories. Conversely even though China depends on America’s 

market for a large amount of its products and exports, tensions still escalated to 

an alarming level. Once China gained more economic power and greater 

international influence the balance of power changed, America could not turn a 

blind eye and risk losing its unchallenged international dominance just to 

maintain the benefits of linked economies and their financial gains. The change 

in the balance of power instigated tensions to escalate and the Trump 

administration had imposed sanctions and tariffs on Chinese companies and 

products. The neoliberal approach of depending on cooperation and shared 

interests is highly important but on its own confine the relationship between 

opponent states swinging from “cold war” to “cold peace”. For such a 

relationship to transform into a high level of peace as Benjamin Miller 440 
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describes, the region must be balanced and geared towards stability and 

cooperation and this will only happen when there is the right balance of power, 

especially in a turbulent region with expansionist states such as Iran.  

           Enhancing the region’s stability and creating stronger economic and 

commercial ties that would make such joint investments possible would require 

adopting a neoclassical realist approach which necessitates improving domestic 

conditions and establishing a favorable balance of power combined with a 

neoliberal approach of increased economic relationships and integrated 

commercial interests. Whereas, if the objective was only to gain greater 

economic benefits then neoliberalism alone can establish this but cannot on its 

own ensure sustainability and longevity of peace between involved parties. The 

same can be said about the neoclassical realist approach. While it can help 

Bahrain focus on remedying its domestic affairs to an extent and strengthen its 

alliances to help improve the regional balance of power, this alone will not 

ensure a long standing stability in the region. Adopting a neoclassical realist 

approach on its own might bring temporary stability to the region but without the 

neoliberal approach of integrating the interests of all regional states together, 

especially their economies and commercial interests, it will be difficult to 

maintain the region’s stability over the long run.      

           Bahrain realizes the importance of contributing to a favorable balance of 

power in the region but it also understands the dynamics that are swiftly 

changing internationally. As Deputy Prime Minister H.H. Sheikh Mohammed bin 

Mubarak notes: “We need to keep an eye on the international arena and not just 

the region. That is why Bahrain maintains a good relationship with China and 

with Russia but its relationship with the U.S. is strategic and our interests are in 

many ways aligned. We also recently signed a peace declaration with Israel 

which is a regional state as well as a strategic ally to the U.S. That said, Bahrain 

and all GCC states need to improve their unity within the GCC because no 

matter how large or small GCC states are we still face the same challenges and 

threats and we need to face them together in order to better protect our security 

and interests. We faced actual attacks and not just potential threats from Iraq 

under Saddam Hussein’s regime, and we continue to face disrupting Iranian 
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inferences. These threats are real and we need to collectively deal with 

them.”441      

           Keeping an eye on the international and regional developments in such a 

dynamic environment is key to correctly identifying the actual and more 

pressing threats and how the GCC could deal with them and in a region that is 

pivotal to many internationally strategic interests. The GCC states must have a 

clear vision and action plans on how to deal with international variables that 

have direct consequences on the region. H.E. Sheikh Khalid bin Ali voiced his 

concerns regarding the changing international and regional variables which 

urgently require GCC states to understand and cooperatively deal with them. “If 

we do not realize the swiftly changing international and regional arrangements 

or its transformational nature, then we might wake up one day and find out that 

Russia is operating military bases maybe out of the three UAE Islands occupied 

by Iran. Iran might invite them to create a new reality similar to what happened 

in Syria even if through a different approach. Alternatively, China might also 

become part of the region’s new reality. The threats are serious and the stakes 

are high. That is why we need to be very serious about the way we perceive 

them and the strategic options we have to change the balance of power in a 

stabilizing way, including the option of bringing in new dynamics.”442       

           The new dynamics H.E refers to pertains to the recent normalization of 

relations with the state of Israel. In 2020, UAE and then Bahrain announced the 

“peace declaration” and a historic normalization of relations. The introduction of 

this new dynamic offers prospects to present new regional arrangements. 

Shortly after the normalization process was announced, Bahrain and Israel 

began discussing defense partnerships,443  which could substantially benefit 

Bahrain’s security preparedness in dealing with domestic threats through the 

use of advanced Israeli strategy, as well as external threats through expanding 

Bahrain’s alliances in the face of Iranian threats. Furthermore, alliance with 

Israel serves to fill the vacuum of U.S. withdrawal from the Middle East that has 

been discussed in previous chapters. While the extent to which Israel can be 

considered a reliable ally is yet to be seen, Bahrain’s move towards building a 
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relationship with Israel can mitigate the risks posed by Iran should the U.S. 

further retreat from its responsibilities in the region. This is especially so 

considering the advanced defense industry in Israel which competes with major 

players and accounts for 10% of global defense exports.444 Injecting this new 

dynamic into the Gulf region can change the balance of power in the Arab Gulf 

states’ favor, especially considering the toll U.S. sanctions, and more 

specifically the ban on arms, has taken on Iranian defense capabilities in recent 

years.445  

5.5. A mixed approach to the strengthening of Bahrain’s security portfolio to 
tackle regional, systemic, and international level variables 
           As noted by Bahraini policymakers in the above section, in the face of 

ever-changing regional security dynamics with little power to influence 

outcomes, Bahrain finds itself under pressure to diversify its security portfolio 

and create as well as strengthen ties with existing and new allies. In terms of 

diversifying alliances and looking beyond traditional powers, Bahrain’s dealings 

with China is one great example of that. Bahrain has invited significant Chinese 

investments over the past decade, including a major deal with the tech giant 

Huawei and China International Marine Container.446 Furthermore, the China-

proposed Belt and Road Initiative has bright prospects on solidifying 

cooperation between China and Bahrain and creating a more secure and 

peaceful international climate that benefits the two countries.447 Indeed, it was 

reported that the Bahraini Council of Representatives expressed gratitude to 

China’s “continuous solidarity with Bahrain, citing its support for Bahrain’s 

security and stability, as well as rejection of foreign interference in its domestic 

affairs.”448 Bahrain has also taken a proactive approach to solidifying strategic 

relations with the Russian Federation as a means to ensure international 

support and maintain its security. It has signed 15 agreements with Russia, 
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covering areas such as the economy, technology and military cooperation and 

invited Russian cooperation in the implementation of Bahrain’s Economic Vision 

2030 to serve the mutual interests of both parties.449  

           Bilateral deals have been signed with many other countries in line with 

the neoliberal conception of international security, though the growing relations 

with Russia and China are amongst the most important for Bahrain because 

similarly to the Israel deal, these relations inject important new dynamics in the 

region. Historically more aligned with Iran, creating a material basis for Russia 

and China to support stability and non-interference in Bahraini affairs can serve 

as a powerful deterrence strategy against Iranian threats as they provide 

incentive for those countries to push for Iranian de-escalation when tensions 

arise, and work as mediators in the ongoing GCC-Iranian conflict.  

           In a similar vein, going forward Bahrain would benefit from expanding the 

range of states which it partners to meet its security needs in terms of hard, soft 

and smart power tools such as cyber security, advanced weaponry, artificial 

intelligence, and surveillance tools. Thus far Bahrain’s primary reliance has 

been on traditional western allies such as the UK and the United States, which 

has enabled the country to maintain an advanced and sophisticated security 

apparatus. The key geopolitical implications of this trade partnership have been 

maintaining an incentive for these states to protect Bahrain’s security and 

cooperate with its government. As such, Bahrain could benefit from expanding 

its partnership with China and Russia as well as a number of European 

countries to include weaponry and military equipment. Following the unrest in 

2011, this strategy has proved beneficial to the Bahraini government as 

international pressure against western countries’ sale of weapons to Bahrain at 

that time resulted in halting the arms trade. As a consequence, Russia sold 

arms to Bahrain for the first time as a means to help make up for the shortage 

and establish itself as a more reliable arms trader that is less susceptible to 

international pressure.450 This further illustrates the importance of diversifying 

the security portfolio to ensure Bahraini security in the face of exogenous 

variables in the international arena. Furthermore, Bahrain could also benefit 
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from joint military trainings and contracts with those states to further incentivize 

them to align with Bahrain in the face of Iranian threats at least to the extent that 

they would lobby for deterrence and de-escalation as they seek to maintain the 

security and stability of both their allies, Bahrain and Iran.  

           In addition to strengthening and expanding international partnerships in 

areas of trade and military cooperation, Bahrain can also benefit from pushing 

for empowering existing regional institutions such as the Arab League, the 

Organization of Islamic Cooperation and the Islamic Military Counter Terrorism 

Coalition. Smaller states as arenas where powerful states exert influence and 

attempt to tilt the balance of power in their favor can become important assets 

to create pressure against rival states, despite the individual capabilities of 

these small states or their ability to influence regional politics. Creating large 

alliances with a plethora of states of different capabilities, resources, and 

geographic locations can create substantial collective power which powerful 

states can utilize effectively in the form of pressure or threats of escalation. 

Since inception, regional institutions in the Middle East have had very little 

power to drive regional dynamics, enforce legislation and resolutions on 

member states or foster agreements between members on critical regional 

issues. Powerful Gulf states have made positive contributions to the funds of 

these institutions which have provided important economic aid, though those 

have been critiqued for being project-based rather than target-oriented, and 

constituting bilateral rather than multilateral cooperation.451 The disproportionate 

power Gulf states have within these regional institutions as the states with most 

economic and geopolitical power to drive policy and foster consensus through 

lobbying efforts, a potential exists for turning these institutions into platforms 

where a region-wide pro-Saudi-UAE-Bahraini axis can be created and 

empowered. With many Arab and Islamic states having no incentive to partake 

in regional politics between the Gulf and Iran or Saudi and Qatar, or the Muslim 

Brotherhood and monarchic states, Gulf states aligned with Bahrain are 

underutilizing these institutions and the funding channels they provide to 

strengthen their positions and create a region wide pressure against outliers like 

Qatar, Turkey, and Iran.  
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           The foreign policy-driven collaboration between Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, 

and the UAE is increasingly becoming more than a matter of shared objectives 

on key matters pertaining to issues affecting the region and more visible and 

solidified as a security strategy as reflected in the recent joint meeting by the 

ministers of foreign affairs representing each of the three states. In the joint 

meeting, the three ministers announced a move towards coordination on 

matters “of mutual interest on the regional and international arena.” 452  

Additionally, representatives of The UAE's Federal Authority for Nuclear 

Regulation (FANR) and Saudi Arabia's Nuclear and Radiological Regulatory 

Commission have in November 2020 “agreed to hold topical workshops and 

form working groups to exchange information and knowledge related to 

regulatory framework, radiation protection, nuclear safety and security, as well 

as nuclear non-proliferation and emergency preparedness.” 453  This move 

towards more committed cooperation for the purpose of expanding and 

developing the nuclear and radiological sectors in Saudi Arabia and the UAE 

indicate the commitment towards a bilateral approach to regional hegemony in 

spite of occasional divergences on issues of foreign affairs as is the case in 

Yemen.  

           Reflecting the Saudi-UAE-Bahraini axis understanding of the need to 

exert influence on other Arab states in an effort to expand their alliance and 

reach in the Middle East is the 2020 collaboration between the UAE, Bahrain, 

and Jordan. The summit headed by King Hamad bin Isa al-Khalifa, Sheikh 

Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan Abu Dhabi’s Crown Prince, and King Abdullah 

al-Thani bin Hussain has announced the move for collaboration between the 

three states in the light of destabilizing developments following the covid-19 

pandemic.454 Specifically, it announced joint efforts in areas pertaining to health, 

food security and medicine security as well as combating the economic, 

medical, and social consequences of the pandemic. Furthermore, the axis has 

taken initiative to develop and consolidate the foundations for collaboration with 

Arab states including Egypt, Jordan and Sudan through a joint military initiative 

announced in November 2020 and named Saif al-Arab. The purpose of this 
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initiative is to bring “the joint forces together to meet the necessary operational 

standards required to manage hostilities in coordination between the various 

naval, air, and land weapons.”455 

           On the level of the GCC itself, Bahrain as a small state who benefits from 

its aligned interests with Saudi Arabia and the UAE, can benefit from a majority 

rule voting mechanism that can ensure that Gulf states with unilateral 

approaches to their domestic security and foreign policy have to negotiate and 

compromise to ensure that the interests of majority Gulf states are not infringed 

upon. Therefore, there needs to be reform in the voting system especially to 

resolve substantive issues.  According to article 9 of the GCC charter: “Each 

member of the Supreme Council shall have one vote. Resolutions of the 

Supreme Council in substantive matters shall be carried by unanimous approval 

of the member state participating in the vote, while resolutions on procedural 

matters shall be carried by majority vote.”456 The current diversions between 

some GCC state members shows that voting unanimously on substantive 

matters is almost impossible, which risks weakening the GCC’s ability to take 

decisive actions and deal with serious threats in a timely and capable way.      

           The differences between the GCC members is not a problem on its own 

but one part of the problem is mechanisms which exist to mediate the obstacles 

posed by these differences. This can be rectified by modifying the intra-GCC 

dispute mechanism and implementing an enforceable and more effective 

mechanism. ASEAN for example had enacted their principle of “regional 

resilience,” whereby the country with the most vested interests in a particular 

conflict has the greatest say.457 A similar mechanism in the GCC would enable 

Bahrain for example to have the greatest say in the issue of the Iranian 

interferences in its domestic affairs and how to deal with it. Similarly, Oman 

would have the greatest say on how to share the burden of protecting the Strait 

of Hormuz or how to protect its borders from security threats coming from 

Yemen. UAE would have the greatest say on how to resolve its dispute over its 

three Islands that Iran invaded and so on. This approach should also ensure 

that the GCC states' interests are aligned with one another, because when UAE 
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decides on how the GCC would deal with threats coming from Turkey or Iran 

over its three occupied Islands, Qatar cannot and should not act unilaterally and 

allow Turkey to have a military presence in Qatar. On the one side, undermining 

the security of other member states should not be considered as a sovereign 

matter of a single state when it jeopardizes the security of not only other 

member states of the GCC but even the whole region. On the other side, UAE 

for example cannot object on Qatar hosting al-Udeid American Air Base as it 

contributes to the collective security of the GCC, differentiating between being 

able to host military bases of mutual strategic allies or hostile states.   

                The problem with such an approach to conflict resolution however is 

the lack of a clear agreement and definition on what constitutes a common 

threat or interest for GCC states. Whereas the Muslim Brotherhood for example 

constitute a key security threat for Saudi Arabia and the UAE, there exists 

strategic reasons for Qatar to cooperate with this movement, and moderate 

cause for concern about their proliferation in places like Bahrain, Kuwait and 

Oman. Accordingly, it is rather impossible to determine without bias what 

foreign policy objectives of member states are beneficial or detrimental to other 

GCC states. In line with the classical neoliberal approach, through increasing 

the cooperation and shared interests between GCC states, tensions can be 

reduced and common gains can be identified and maximized, and this in turn 

would hold states from taking aggressive actions against one another 

considering that potential losses would outweigh the gains from cooperation. 

This neoliberal approach can work well for the GCC states because of shared 

similarities in terms of history, culture, language, religion, economy structure 

and family ties. H.E. Ali bin Saleh Al Saleh Chairman of the Shura Council 

points out that “what we [the GCC states] share in common far exceeds what 

we disagree on, that is why we should approach all our challenges in a unified 

way and have unified policies and strategies on how to deal with these 

challenges.”458  

The majority rule would only be effective insofar as there is an 

enforcement mechanism that ensures compliance of members who are 

outvoted or who lost the vote on issues they propose. Devising an enforcement 

mechanism would at the first instance require all six states to consent and 
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commit to conceding a level of sovereignty to the benefit of the organization as 

a whole. The sovereignty members would concede pertains to accepting the 

outcome of resolutions that they may not have wanted as well as accepting the 

legitimacy of sanctions imposed on them should they violate laws governing the 

organization. As things stand today, no such voting or enforcement 

mechanisms exist or are possible within the GCC and as such legislations are 

limited in scope and efficiency. This is especially so because axis’ state 

interests would more likely dominate those of the remaining 3 states who aren’t 

as unified on policy directions. This is why this solution can only work when 

foreign policy directions are introduced in a cooperative security arrangement 

instead of the existing collective security arrangement that does not share a 

common ground of understanding about what securing collective security 

entails to face existential threats. This has come thus far at the expense of 

Bahrain because while at least three of the six Gulf states share it concerns 

regarding Iran, there exists no uniform stance in the Gulf on that matter and the 

unilateral actions of some states, including Qatar and Oman has exacerbated 

Bahrain’s perception of growing Iranian proximity to its shores.  

           Complicating this further is the question of Qatar itself. Because Bahrain 

is directly affected by Iran’s growing proximity to the Gulf via its collaborations 

with Qatar, it has shown reserved hesitance towards efforts of reconciliation by 

Kuwait. Kuwait had announced in December 2020 that a Khaleeji reconciliation 

with Qatar was underway. “Productive negotiations took place recently in which 

all parties confirmed their commitment to Khaleeji and Arab solidarity and 

stability, as well as their commitment to reaching a final deal that achieves what 

all parties hope for, which is permanent solidarity between their countries and 

achieving what is good for their people,” the Kuwaiti minister of foreign affairs 

Ahmed al-Nasser al-Subah announced.459 The Saudi minister of foreign affairs 

has welcomed the Kuwaiti announced and showed gratitude to the shared 

efforts by Kuwait and the U.S. towards resolving the Qatar crisis. Egypt and the 

UAE made similar statements, with the Emirati minister of foreign affairs 

announcing that his country “supports Saudi’s great efforts on behalf of the four 

[quadruple] states.”460 In response, Bahrain has refused to comment, though it 

                                                        
459	BBC.	(2020).	Al-Musalaha	al-Khaleejiya:	Hal	Tatahaqaq	be	Juhood	Kuwaitiya?	BBC	Arabic,	online	access	via:	
https://www.bbc.com/arabic/inthepress-55245088	
460	Al-Hurra.	(2020).	“Lam	Tu’aleq	Hata	al-Aaan”..	Hal	Tarfudh	al-Bahrain	al-Musalaha	al-Khaleejiya?.	Al-Hurra,	
online	access	via:	https://www.alhurra.com/bahrain/2020/12/11/الخليجية؟-المصالحة-البحرين-ترفض-الآن-تعلق  
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is likely that similarly to UAE, it considers the Saudi stance to be representative 

of its own considering its dedicated alignment with both Saudi and the UAE.461  

           That said, in spite of the reconciliation efforts and what achieving it would 

entail for the Gulf security, it remains the case that it is imperative for Bahrain’s 

efforts to reconfigure its security strategy to account for what future divergence 

between its policies and those of Qatar would entail. As such and out of a need 

to pre-emptively tackle such divergence, it is important to advocate for the 

reform of the internal conflict resolution mechanism in line with the discussion 

presented thus far. This is because while the reconciliation efforts are a 

testimony to the fact that the divergences within the GCC do not make the 

institution obsolete so long as its members are committed to its longevity which 

they have demonstrated time and again, it remains that intra-GCC conflicts are 

likely and crises like that with Qatar are not preventable.  

           For this solution to be both feasible and desirable from the perspective of 

all six states, a shared sense of destiny and perception of threat has to be 

fostered and maintained which takes into consideration the changing dynamics 

of the contemporary security landscape. What makes this difficult is that the 

GCC states who since 2011 deviated from one another in important policy 

objectives have resorted to creating separate axis, one involving Saudi Arabia, 

the UAE, Bahrain and Egypt on one hand and Qatar with other regional powers 

on the other. Therefore, fostering a shared sense of destiny would require 

extensive dialogue and compromise that minimize grounds of disagreements 

that unfolded since 2011 between some of the GCC states based on a 

cooperative security arrangement that identifies the shared perceptions of 

threat, set of priorities and areas of cooperation which includes all six GCC 

states, while leaving out the areas of disagreement (that does not infringe upon 

individual state’s security) in a similar way that Bahrain, Saudi Arabian and the 

UAE are currently fostering between them. While previously the threats posed 

by Arab nationalism, Saddam’s aggression, and Islamist political movements 

                                                        
461	On	5	January	2021	‘Al-Ula	declaration’	was	signed	by	all	GCC	representatives	and	Egypt	during	the	GCC’s	41st	
summit	announcing	the	end	of	the	dispute	between	Saudi	Arabia,	UAE,	Bahrain	and	Egypt	with	Qatar,	online	access	
via:	https://sanctionsnews.bakermckenzie.com/gcc-and-egypt-sign-the-al-ula-declaration-ending-the-qatar-
boycott/		
Although	the	gradual	lifting	of	the	boycott	(airspace	and	land	borders	would	reopen)	the	degree	of	reconciliation	
and	the	extent	of	the	confidence	building	measures	needs	to	be	put	in	place	to	measure	the	extent	of	its	success	or	
sustainability.	In	other	words,	as	Dr.	Ebtesam	Al-Ketbi	said	in	a	webinar	discussion	hosted	by	The	Brookings	Doha	
Center	on	January	13,	2021	“although	Al-Ula	Summit	marks	the	beginning	of	a	new	phase,	differences	and	
disagreements	are	not	out	of	the	way”	online	access	via:	https://www.brookings.edu/events/after-the-al-ula-
summit-prospects-for-a-gcc-rapprochement/  
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have created a powerful basis for unity that overshadowed perceived 

differences, today such basis is less clear or immediate to Gulf policymakers. 

With economic challenges today taking precedence over others in the race to 

regional and international dominance in the post-oil Gulf, differences are 

brought to the forefront of security discourse, and each state sees itself in 

competition over resources and market dominance with one another. The 

similar market profiles of Gulf states which have been discussed in previous 

chapters offer powerful grounds for competition that can weaken ties between 

member states. The pursuit for dominance over the same markets such as 

technology, telecommunications, and finance can weaken ties between Gulf 

states because the market supply of these industries exceeds the needs of 

consumers and investors in the region and beyond. Instead, cooperation 

between member states in such a way that each specializes in specific 

emerging industries which complement the needs of all member states.  

           Resource and expertise sharing, and effective vertical and horizontal 

supply chains that extend across the Gulf can create a material basis for 

solidarity that eliminates the sense of uncertainty and mistrust that competition 

over the same markets can bring. For Bahrain this is especially important as it 

works towards creating a competitive advantage over other states, with which it 

shares a lot of similar market characteristics. UAE as an example continues to 

be a preferred commercial and logistical hub for the international community 

and enjoys one of the largest shares of consumers of all Gulf states in these 

markets. As such, as Bahrain works towards differentiating itself from Dubai in 

certain aspects of these markets, it is important for the state to invest in 

industries and sub-categories within existing industries that can complement or 

go beyond what Dubai has to offer at the very least. The excellence with which 

UAE has diversified its economic portfolio and pioneered many major industries 

makes this a particularly difficult challenge, but one that is necessary to meet to 

continue to foster a basis for cooperation between Bahrain and the UAE that 

reduces current power differentials that favor the latter.  

           The introduction of new dynamics in the Gulf all have a substantial 

potential to tilt the balance of power to the GCC’s favor on the one hand, and 

offer a path for GCC states to minimize differences and commit resources 

towards common objectives that can ensure the longevity and effectiveness of 

the GCC as primary security organization for all six Arab Gulf states on the 
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other hand. These dynamics, as this chapter has outlined, include in terms of 

international level variables the pursuit of alliances  with international partners 

beyond traditional western allies, such as China and Russia considering their 

potential for acting as agents of deterrence against perceived Iranian threats 

considering their friendly relations and extensive cooperation with Iran that 

allows them to exert influence towards neutralizing their threat to Gulf states 

with whom those two superpowers increasingly have vested interests. In terms 

of regional level variables, these dynamics involve lobbying for strengthening 

existing Arab and Islamic institutions as a means to pressure regional states 

aligned with hostile neighbors to reconsider their cooperation and pursue 

foreign policies that are favorable to the GCC. And finally, in terms of the intra-

GCC level variables, it is important for Gulf state to work towards creating 

effective voting and enforcement mechanisms for the GCC to prevent crises 

similar to that of Qatar to materialize should there be future uncertainty and 

volatility in the regional security landscape, as well as fostering a material basis 

for cooperation through further economic collaboration between Gulf states and 

their allies.  
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CONCLUSIONS 
           The six Gulf states approaching their security from an increasingly 

unilateral perspective has left the GCC a seemingly peripheral security 

arrangement for some states like Kuwait, Oman, and Qatar and posed as 

urgent for the smallest GCC state, Bahrain, to reconfigure its approach to 

security in the post-2011 era. This paper has put forth an argument for such 

reconfiguration to be implemented using a mix of neoclassical realism which 

prioritizes pragmatic alliances to achieve a balance of power and effective 

deterrence, as well as neoliberalism which sees in fostering common interests a 

sustainable foundation for long-term stability in the region. The way this mixed 

approach could benefit Bahrain in particular is as follows. First, bearing in mind 

that domestic instability in Bahrain affects its security relatively more than it 

does in other Gulf states, it is important to address communal and economic 

grievances through economic restructuring and political reform while still 

centering the state and its security apparatuses as a first line of defense against 

the drawbacks resulting from expanding freedoms.  

This latter point is especially important in the context of Bahrain due to 

historical precedence in the 1980s, 1990s and later in 2011, where expanding 

freedoms has resulted in further civil strife with foreign powers exploiting the 

prevalence of sectarianism in the state. Secondly and interrelatedly, considering 

that Bahrain’s limited capabilities and inferior economic position in the region 

and the international arena posits it as unable to influence foreign policy 

objectives of its GCC and western allies, which means that a purposeful 

macroeconomic structuring that yields Bahrain competitive advantage can 

increase its bargaining powers on the one hand, and promote cooperation in 

areas of trade and security that would strengthen its geopolitical standing on the 

other hand. And third, like its GCC neighbors, it is in Bahrain’s interest to 

expand its security portfolio beyond its traditional allies and seek a multilateral 

approach to security that helps it maintain its security in spite of what happens 

to the GCC as a security organization going forward. 

           It is the view of Bahraini policymakers, as the series of interviews 

presented in chapter 5 has shown, that the disintegration of the GCC is not 

likely nor inevitable in light of the affirmative steps taken by Saudi Arabia, the 

UAE, and Bahrain to strengthen cooperation among one another and overcome 

present limitations facing the GCC as well as their dedicated efforts to put an 
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end to the Qatar crisis and bring together Kuwait and Oman. As such, this 

paper proposes the need for GCC-wide negotiations towards establishing 

binding enforcement mechanisms for legislations approved by the majority as a 

primary strategy towards recentering the GCC as a key security apparatus for 

the six Gulf states. This is because thus far, not all Gulf states finds it practical 

nor fruitful to resort to internal mechanisms of conflict resolution when issues 

among members arise. As long as the GCC is not considered by all six states 

as the first resort for any intra-conflict then this will render as obsolete this very 

important function of the GCC that could foster mutual trust and pragmatic 

approaches to foreign policies that do not harm other member states under the 

assumption that doing so would be internally dealt with through sanctions and 

other measures. While Bahraini policymakers continue to perceive the GCC as 

a primary defense line against regional challenges, they recognize the need to 

promote alongside it new alliances and to introduce new dynamics that tilt the 

balance of power in favor of Bahrain and its close allies. The new dynamics 

thus far included the normalization of relations with Israel which would not only 

offer a powerful deterrence strategy against Iranian threat, but would also 

mitigate the drawbacks from primary reliance on the US considering the 

increasing unpredictability of the US stance on the Middle East. This has 

become more important for Gulf policymakers following the Obama 

administration’s Asian pivot strategy and the Trump administration’s interest in 

withdrawing US military personnel from the region.  

           Other dynamics that Gulf policymakers have attempted to introduce 

involve the diversification of alliances with new allies such as Russia and China 

because their friendly relations with Iran could help de-escalate tensions should 

Bahrain find itself facing a direct threat of confrontation with Iran in turbulent 

times. The neorealist rationale for this is that with expanding trade and military 

interests in Bahrain, powerful states aligned with Iran would be less incentivized 

to take sides should tensions rise because conflict would jeopardize those 

interests and lead to both direct and indirect losses that would be too high to 

tolerate. Furthermore, military, security, and intelligence cooperation with a 

multitude of countries as opposed to primary reliance on the US and the UK 

would ensure that at times of public scrutiny against arms sales to monarchic 

states which occur sporadically in the west in times of heightened political 
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activism, Bahrain could still meet its security needs and secure a reliable supply 

of support from other partners. 

           Whilst working on restoring and strengthening the GCC as a primary 

security organization to defend its interests, Bahrain would, in addition to 

adopting the multilateral approach to security outlined above, benefit from 

implementing a comprehensive national identity building program based on 

social and economic reform that would help it tackle domestic threats to its 

security. National identity building has been a key approach to domestic 

security that has been implemented using different innovative strategies around 

the world, and each has been tailored to the specific social dynamics of the 

localities in which they are adopted. For Bahrain, building a strong national 

identity can act as deterrence to the influence of transnational ideologies and 

the mobilization of sectarian entrepreneurs who exploit existing grievances to 

delegitimize the state and act as alternative grantors of security and economic 

opportunities. Adjusting civil society organizations laws post 2011 was a 

necessary step from the perspective of the Bahrain government that has long 

championed political freedoms through the comprehensive reform project 

sponsored by HM King Hamad discussed in detail in chapter 4. However, 

positioning such adjustments as a short-term strategic response to the betrayals 

of 2011 that took advantage of the government’s sponsoring of political 

freedoms can help approach future expansions of freedoms in a dual, more 

productive way that at once understands such freedoms as necessary for social 

progress while centering the state as a facilitator and overseer of new political 

projects.  

           This can be done through reforming the legislation pertaining to and 

organizing the activities of civil society groups in a way that ensures they can 

work actively alongside the state and promoting the interests of special groups 

such as women and minorities, while making sure that this is done through 

effective formal state channels that are currently absent or limited in capacity. 

Furthermore, considering the many structural challenges facing civil society 

organizations which stem from weak administration, outdated rhetoric, and 

quantitative growth that was not accompanied by qualitative growth, there is an 

urgent need for a comprehensive restructuring of civil society that goes beyond 

institutionalism and address larger social drawbacks that limit potential of this 

important political actor. Another political actor whose energy and potential 
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could be harvested by Gulf states to secure positive public opinion is the new 

emerging class of rhetors commonly referred to as social media influencers. 

The relatable, nonpolitical and entertaining content those rhetors offer their 

large following makes them valuable assets for promoting their states’ interests 

in matters pertaining to anything from public health and safety to foreign policy 

stances.   

           The holistic identity building program proposed in this paper also argues 

for tackling a wide range of areas, from education, to urban planning, religious 

institutions, finance, and housing. Recognizing the material basis for a lot of the 

perceived grievances, meeting the economic needs of various communities 

through the provision of adequate infrastructure, wages, and housing can 

eliminate the rhetorical basis upon which sectarian entrepreneurs mobilize their 

constituents. This approach is in line with modern approach to security studies 

that perceive as integral for state security that domestic causes for instability 

are addressed as though they are security-related in character. The fiscal 

burden achieving this objective would entail is challenging, but this paper 

argues that it is both feasible and necessary. To tackle the fiscal burden, 

Bahrain must change its present state where over 75% of the fiscal budget 

derives from oil income.  

           Doing so would ensure that Bahrain is both capable of financing these 

essential public service provisions that would bring forth social stability, and it 

would serve to empower Bahrain’s standing as a political player in the following 

ways. First, investment in sovereign wealth funds through diversified and 

politically important projects can grant Bahrain soft power that enables it to 

influence western foreign policy in its favor. Beyond economic gains, sovereign 

wealth funds are also powerful tools to create a scientific and politically sound 

basis for western and other powers to align with Bahrain’s strategic interests 

through funding academic and political research that sheds light on the small 

state’s perspective and the ways in which it is mutually beneficial to meet its 

interests. Inviting investment in niche downstream industries is another way to 

play up Bahrain’s importance for regional and international allies, as it would 

distinguish it from its neighbors with whom it shares a lot of market 

characteristics that had thus far constituted a setback for Bahrain in its bid for 

influence and differentiation. The well-funded and staffed Economic 

Development Board of Bahrain which currently champions many of these goals 
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is well positioned to take on these considerations, which beyond strengthening 

Bahrain’s economy in nominal terms, would most importantly yield substantial 

security gains on the long run as they address the underlying root causes for a 

substantial amount of present security concerns. 

           As discussed throughout this paper, recent developments within the 

GCC after 2011 necessitate positioning the Gulf not as one political unit within a 

larger Middle East, but rather as a regional security complex with 

interconnections in multiple world regions which serve different functions for the 

six Gulf states. On an international scale, approaching the GCC security 

necessarily centers its relations with the West as well as other global partners 

because they are integral to the domestic security of each Gulf state. Not only 

did those international partners set the foundation stones for the security 

apparatuses of Gulf states, but they also continued to develop, train, and 

provide critical support until present day. The centrality of global players to Gulf 

security lies first and foremost in the very process of state formation following 

the protected-state era, as discussed in chapter 2, which has positioned the UK 

and US as key partners and therefore the introduction of new dynamics into the 

region cannot ignore ensuring the alignment of those dynamics with broader 

interests of those partners. That said, in light of the new dynamics 2011 has 

introduced, such primary reliance is no longer viable nor sustainable despite the 

commitment of Bahrain to its continuity because the individual priorities of 

international partners are constantly shifting in response to new developments 

that lie outside of Bahrain’s capacity to control or manage. This is why the 

framing of the GCC as a regional security complex that is part of the 

international security arena must reorient its focus beyond the West and 

towards new alliances. On the regional scale, policymakers are increasingly 

aware of the importance of the Red Sea security to their own, especially that the 

Red Sea area hosts critical maritime routes the Gulf relies on for trade and 

military interests. Such reorientation in regional focus is offering new 

opportunities and challenges for the Gulf, the extent of which is yet to be 

quantified for Gulf policymakers.  

           The imperative for centering Bahrain in the GCC security discourse lies 

in the findings of this paper’s thorough investigation of the GCC security 

functions and limitations on the one hand, and the unique challenges and 

perspectives of each of the six Gulf states that has furthered divergence in 
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security objectives in recent years on the other hand. If what united the Gulf 

states prior to 2011 was a shared threat perception of major events in the 

region such the Kuwait invasion, Iran-Iraq war, and the war on terror in 2003, 

the grounds for foreign policy unity after 2011 had become much shakier. 

Unprecedented and completely transformative of the regional landscape, the 

events of 2011 had introduced new dynamics, challenges, and players that Gulf 

states needed to tackle proactively and capitalize on the geopolitical gains this 

event has made possible. 2011 has heightened Bahrain’s perception of Iranian 

threats due to interferences in the domestic space by the Iranian government 

and its agents, and initially this has also led Gulf states to side with Bahrain and 

recognize the need to unify against Iranian aggression. Not long after that, this 

perception of Iran has subsided in states like Qatar and Oman where there was 

already little ground for hostility with Iran outside of their alliance with the other 

Gulf states. As such, they gradually strengthened their relations with Iran in 

areas such as trade and military cooperation, and opted for non-interference in 

Bahraini-Iranian affairs. At the same time, increasing Iranian proximity to Gulf 

states has had the impact of strengthening Bahrain’s relations with Saudi Arabia 

and the UAE as both have demonstrated commitment to deter the Iranian threat 

in spite of the stance of other Gulf states. These developments demonstrate the 

centrality of addressing the Iranian question as a perquisite for addressing the 

many interrelated security issues that have impacted intra-GCC relations since 

2011 considering that it extends beyond Iran itself and influences other security 

areas as well.  

           The Iranian question, although constituted a basis for divergence in 

foreign policy directions, it was not alone to do so. The rise of transnational 

Islamist terrorism in Iraq and Syria has furthered this rift with different Gulf 

states supporting opposing factions to best ensure their domestic security and 

favorable outcomes that diminish the threat posed by particular players. For 

Saudi Arabia and the UAE, it was important to focus on diminishing the threat of 

the Muslim Brotherhood because of historical precedence. Qatar on the other 

hand has capitalized on the Muslim Brotherhood as an armed and political arm 

for its interests abroad. Because this has come at direct odds with the interests 

of its Gulf neighbors, Qatar’s stance on both Iran and transnational movements 

as well as growing open hostility to other Gulf states via al-Jazeera has 

ultimately led to diplomatic cut-off between Qatar and the three Gulf states most 
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affected by Qatar’s post-2011 foreign policy. As discussed in chapter 3, Kuwait 

nor Oman have shown commitment to the proactive security approach of Saudi 

Arabia and the UAE to make a regional print and play a key role in managing its 

processes in favor of the GCC. While it is understood that both states have 

opted for maintaining neutrality and friendly relations with all regional players to 

ensure their respective stability, it remains so that as long as the security of 

each Gulf state is integral to the security of other Gulf states that neutrality can 

act as an obstacle to long term regional security.  

           Furthermore, the recognition of the Gulf states’ needs to explore 

economic areas of strength beyond oil has positioned them in competition with 

one another over dominance in similar emerging markets. The asymmetrical 

nature of this competition between well-endowed states and less wealthy states 

such as Bahrain and Oman makes it difficult for those states to differentiate 

themselves and acquire soft power capable of attracting substantial investment. 

While economic integration was a key area of cooperation that the GCC has 

hoped to excel in during previous years, there is little imperative today for 

economic integration from the perspective of Gulf policymakers due to this new 

competitive approach to economic reform. As a consequence of these 

divergences across all areas where cooperation once posed as a key strategy, 

Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Bahrain have formed a regional axis from within the 

GCC to champion the foreign policy adjectives mutual to all on the one hand, 

and to mitigate the risks posed by the increasing peripheralization of the GCC 

as a security organization on the other.  

           Within and beyond academia, the new directions of the most resourceful 

of the new axis within Gulf states have taken the lion’s share of discussions 

around Gulf security, with Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Qatar often taking the 

lead. While this is understandable because those states have been the most 

proactive in setting the regional security agenda and they possess the capability 

to influence outcomes and define what the new axis stands for and hopes to 

achieve, treating Bahrain as a passive, silent and non-consequential player in 

the Gulf’s bid for hegemony overlooks the important ways it can overcome its 

anxieties over its smallness and limited capabilities through important 

reconfigurations in multiple areas that have implications on its overall security. 

The scholarly intervention of this paper has been to address this gap in Gulf 

studies through first shedding light on the unique challenges facing Bahrain 
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which derive from the infiltration of transnational ideologies that has been aided 

by the prevalence of sectarianism as well the fiscal challenges posed by the 

limited resources of Bahrain and the unsustainability of oil revenues and the 

vulnerability to Iranian threats. It has also attempted to do so through a 

preliminary mapping of economic, political, and social areas that could be 

tackled with a security-focused approach, as this mapping can open up new 

areas and case studies for Gulf scholars to explicate further.  

           With regards to the first objective of this paper, key contributions were as 

follows. Most contemporary Gulf literature thus far has focused on single Gulf 

states domestic and foreign policies in the light of specific developments in the 

region such as transnational terrorism, declining oil revenues, and growing 

social movements. In doing so, this literature has undone decades of 

reductionist and orientalist scholarly work that reduced complex geopolitical 

players in the Gulf to a single unit motivated by a handful of security objectives, 

and thereby injecting much needed nuance into the study of Gulf states. 

However, this single-state academic focus has also overlooked the dialectic 

dimension of the challenges faced by each state. In other words, it did not 

explicate how the state of domestic and foreign affairs of each Gulf states 

derives from while at once influencing affairs in neighboring Gulf states on the 

intra-GCC scale, in the Middle East as a whole on a regional scale, or the global 

arena on the international scale. Using 2011 as the catalyst event driving this 

dialectic, this paper has linked important political, economic, and social 

developments analyzed in Gulf literature to 2011 while centering divergence in 

foreign policy as a key narrative in the Gulf security discourse.  

            In the political arena, Gulf states’ decision to support certain domestic 

and regional players over others as is the case with Qatar’s support of the 

Muslim Brotherhood and UAE’s support of al-Sisi’s government is framed in this 

narrative as a result of a struggle over manipulating new dynamics in favor of 

sustaining hegemony in the case of Saudi Arabia and establishing grounds for 

hegemonic power in the case of Qatar and the UAE. In the economic arena, the 

shared perception of the need to diversify national income that has resulted in 

pursuing dominance in similar markets has driven this divergence because of 

the absence of competitive advantages in the case of smaller Gulf states. In the 

social arena, Saudi Arabia and Qatar’s utilization of competing media 

apparatuses to shed light on other states’ shortcomings in a bid to sway global 
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public opinion in their favor has exacerbated this divergence, especially in 

regards to the status of women. For example, Qatar has been quick to utilize 

cases of women who escape Saudi Arabia in its public relations campaign to 

frame Saudi Arabia as inhospitable to social progress, while Saudi Arabia has 

done the same for issues pertaining to migrant workers’ rights amid the 2022 

World Cup construction process. Anxieties over the uncertainties 2011 have 

injected in the political calculations of each Gulf state are thus framed as a 

primary motif of new directions in foreign policy that has placed some Gulf 

actors at odds with one another, and brought others closer and solidified their 

alliance.  

           Using this dialectical framing of Gulf states’ trajectories as backdrop for 

centering Bahrain’s anxieties in their light, this paper has also contributed to the 

existing literature by exploring the range of options presented to small states in 

their bid for economic prosperity and securing their borders from the ambitions 

of larger, more capable states and offering an explanation of the rationale of the 

Bahraini state to align with Saudi Arabia and the UAE. Limited by geographical 

and economic constraints, an alliance with those two powerful states offers the 

best guarantee for Bahrain’s security in the long term because of their sustained 

economic support to the Bahraini government as well as their reliable stance 

against Iranian interference that is increasingly absent from the foreign policy 

objectives of other Gulf states. As such, the new strategic objectives of Saudi 

Arabia and the UAE in other states like Yemen, Syria, and the Red Sea area 

are understood from the perspective of Bahrain as integral and complementary 

to its own security.  

           As a result of this, Bahrain has sought out further initiatives to solidify its 

alliance with the Saudi-UAE axis and taken a firm stance against regional 

players which although do not threaten its own security, still constitute 

considerable threats for its allies. Bahrain has also welcomed the liberalization 

of the Saudi State that is progressing in the direction Bahrain has historically 

adopted towards tolerance and protecting individual freedoms from the radical 

calls of Islamists political movements who seek to infuse religion -as they 

perceive it- on the entire social and political fabric of the state. The liberalization 

project picking up pace across the Gulf guards Bahrain against radical 

sympathizers of political Islamism on the other hand, and against sectarian 

articulation of social issues on the other hand. It also widens the prospects for 
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cooperation in areas of tourism and investment which benefit from Saudi Arabia 

opening up to the world because improving Saudi Arabia’s public image would 

yield benefits to the Gulf as a whole, and especially Bahrain as a preferred 

travel hub for residents and visitors of Saudi Arabia via the King Fahad 

causeway.  

           Furthermore, this paper has shed light on the Bahraini perspective of 

other Gulf states’ foreign policy trajectories in the post 2011-era and the ways in 

which they support and challenge Bahraini interest, in an effort to offer guidance 

for Bahraini policymakers as they navigate the contemporary political climate of 

the GCC. Kuwait’s relentless efforts towards restoring unity among the six Gulf 

states are strongly supported by the Bahraini government because they are in 

line with Bahrain’s continued prioritization of the GCC as a central security 

apparatus to protect its foreign policy interests. Though the neutral position 

Kuwait has opted for alongside Oman on the Iran issue specifically has become 

cause for concern for Bahrain because neutrality in the face of an imminent 

Iranian threat weakens the GCC as a deterrence mechanism since it allows to 

maneuver and seek proximity and normalization of relations from within the 

organization. Tensions with Qatar have been a constant feature of its relations 

with Bahrain, though these were often sidelined in favor of shared interests. 

From the Bahraini perspective, the decision to boycott Qatar alongside Saudi 

Arabia and the UAE was a necessary deterrence and weakening strategy to 

curb the growing disruption of Qatar and its normalization of relations with 

various destabilizing regional actors and although further exacerbated the 

divergence within the GCC, it remains so that the peripheralization of Qatar has 

enabled Bahrain’s allies in the organization to proactively pursue favorable 

foreign policies without obstacles from the Qatari state.  

With regards to the objective of offering a preliminary outline for areas of 

further research that focuses on Bahrain’s security needs this paper has hoped 

to shed light on a wide range of areas which can be reformed with security-

focused goals in mind. In other words, this paper has shown ways in which 

economic, social and political areas of reform must be framed as integral to 

achieving overarching objectives pertaining to domestic and external security. 

Centering security in state approaches to other areas of reform allows for a 

comprehensive reconfiguration of the Bahraini security apparatus that mitigates 

the uncertainty posed by new regional and intra-GCC dynamics because it 
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tackles the structural elements that give rise to and fuel instability within and 

outside Bahrain’s borders. Chapter 5 has focused on three key areas that future 

researchers could explore further and conduct feasibility studies as well as 

make precise policy recommendations to implement effectively. On the 

domestic level this paper has put forth an argument for the need to build a 

comprehensive national identity building initiative that goes beyond ideological 

interpellation of Bahraini citizens in the direction of cohesive, inclusive and 

positive nationalism. While the need for nationalist education cannot be 

underestimated, identity building begins from tackling the materialist basis for 

disenfranchisement.  

Because education is a key enabler of social mobility and a facilitator of 

communication and cohesion between citizens of different sectarian and 

socioeconomic backgrounds, it is a crucial area to incorporate in building a 

comprehensive national identity program. The fast growth of private educational 

institutions in terms of quantity and quality was not matched with an adequate 

growth of the public education sector that remains overwhelmed and 

inadequate. As such, this disparity between the two sectors has contributed to 

sectarian and socioeconomic based segregation among Bahrainis from a young 

age, which is a relatively new development considering that not long ago 

Bahrainis from all classes and backgrounds were educated alongside each 

other without any differentiation, segregation or isolation in the public education 

system. Important research areas for a security-focused approach to 

educational reform include the impact of early educational segregation on 

disenfranchisement, the feasibility of and practical considerations for the public 

education reform and reducing the quantitative and qualitative gap between the 

two sectors especially in terms of English language education, as well as 

introducing critical pedagogical tools for nationalist education that builds on the 

experiences and aspirations of students of different backgrounds. 

 Infrastructure is another area that shapes the living experience of 

economically disadvantaged communities and fuels their frustration as they 

compare their locality to that of the rest of the country. Feeling isolated and 

unheard, communities living in areas with poor infrastructure become 

susceptible to the instigating rhetoric of sectarian entrepreneurs who weaponize 

the material grievances of those communities to challenge the state’s ability to 

provide for and integrate them. Extensive studies on the feasibility and 
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implementation of infrastructure upgrade, urban planning, and housing policy 

reforms can address these grievances in a concrete way and ensure better 

integration of Bahraini communities akin to that of areas such as Isa Town 

which historically witnessed less sectarian violence and anti-government 

protests than other areas. Finally, because the reinstating of an effective civil 

society requires reforming the legislative and administrative aspects pertaining 

to their operation, it is important for researchers of Bahraini civil society to 

address these areas with a security-focused approach in mind that takes into 

consideration historical precedence of civil society groups playing a destructive 

role that destabilized national security on the eve of 2011. While much of this 

research can be carried out by independent scholars, it is the view of this paper 

that the Economic Development Board and the Bahrain Institute for Political 

Development are two entities that are well-equipped to tackle these challenges 

because of their state affiliations, adequate funding, and level of expertise in the 

areas for national identity building discussed in chapter 5.  

In terms of economic reform, this paper emphasizes the need for a 

comprehensive labor market reform that addresses private sector employers’ 

lack of incentive to hire Bahraini nationals. As discussed, the cheap hiring cost 

and limited legal protections of migrant workers makes recruiting and 

overworking this class of workers more profitable for the private sector, and it 

comes at the cost of national employment. At one level, creating an incentive for 

the public sector to hire Bahrainis beyond the current Tamkeen initiatives which 

have already become exploited by employers requires a comprehensive study 

that eliminates loopholes that allows for exploitation to continue. At another 

level, raising and equating the minimum wage of migrant and national workers 

would require serious negotiations and compromises between the government 

and business leaders that is challenging but necessary to achieve for the 

welfare of society as whole. Additionally, a study how the ‘flexible visa’ system 

could be reformed in such a way that offers a fair and equal opportunities and 

compensation for both, local and migrant workers, would help eliminate the 

legal basis upon which employers prefer hiring them over nationals.  

Aside from migrant workers, taxation reform that takes into consideration 

the asymmetric power transnational companies have over sovereign states in 

terms of securing favorable market environments that increase their capital 

while doing little to grow the economies of host countries in real terms is 
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perhaps the biggest challenge facing developing countries which rely on 

western investment. This problem, made worse by the absence of a competitive 

advantage individual GCC states have which could enable them to negotiate 

better terms, requires a coordination on the level of the GCC as a whole on the 

one hand, and aggregating soft power abroad that can yield Bahrain some 

leverage in negotiating market terms with foreign investors. Studies in this area, 

therefore, would need to reorient their focus from simply attracting foreign 

investment in individual Gulf states that ultimately does little to grow domestic 

economies towards creating multilayered frameworks that enable Gulf states to 

create favorable market conditions for real economic growth.   

The third major area for security reconfiguration is Bahrain’s foreign 

relations, both with states and institutions. Because the GCC continues to be a 

primary line of defense from the Bahraini perspective, it is of utmost importance 

that the voting and enforcement mechanisms of the GCC undergo reform and 

upgrade in such a way that it becomes a self-sufficient diplomatic arbitrator of 

intra-GCC affairs akin to NATO and ASEAN for instance. Researchers can 

explore the prerequisites necessary for member states to negotiate together 

and put forth their demands and concerns in the first instance, as well as device 

legal and diplomatic frameworks that can facilitate the implementation of these 

mechanisms. Similar efforts on the level of Arab and Islamic organization to 

which Bahrain belongs can also help create substantial pressure on entities 

such as Qatar, Turkey and Iran to curb their aggression across the Middle East. 

The reconfiguration of Bahrain’s security approach also entails understanding 

the full impact of new dynamics that have been introduced to the Iranian 

equation, such as the normalization of relations with Israel and the growing 

cooperation with Iran’s traditional allies such as China and Russia. Impact 

assessment of the new alliances would help policymakers better utilize their 

economic and diplomatic resources in favor of dynamics which tilt the balance 

of power in Bahrain’s favor in a more efficient and reliable way, and would help 

explicate the particular areas of cooperation Bahrain would most benefit from.  

In that direction, Bahrain is already undergoing substantial expansion of 

its diplomatic, trade, and military partnerships with strategic allies across the 

globe in an effort to diversify its security portfolio and mitigate risks associated 

with increasing uncertainty regarding the stance of traditional allies. And finally, 

to eliminate the basis of harmful competition over economic power which has 
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resulted from GCC states seeking dominance in similar emerging markets, it is 

important to conduct thorough research on how resource and expertise sharing 

across industries and supply chains can create a basis for solidarity among Gulf 

states and restore their incentive to cooperate. This is especially important 

because as Adam Hanieh notes, at the heart of geopolitical bids for hegemony 

lies the need to secure political and economic channels across the region to 

ensure a flow of capital towards the domestic economies of the Gulf. 

Bahrain is indeed the Gulf’s smallest and least financially capable Gulf 

state, but it is endowed with strategic and political advantages that can help it 

overcome its smallness on the one hand, and address the anxieties that the 

2011 events have brought its shores on the other hand. Resource 

management, economic restructuring, institutional reform, and diplomatic 

expansion all represent feasible and desirable strategies not least because they 

take as their starting point the geopolitical constraints facing the small state, but 

also because Bahrain’s leadership has demonstrated time and again through a 

multitude of initiatives and programs a willingness and commitment to reform 

these areas in response to the changing dynamics of the region and the 

aspirations of Bahraini people. 
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