ORIENT/Jg. 44/2003/Heft 4/S. 537-554     (ORIENT, vol. 44, no. 4, December 2003, pp.537-554)
Abdulhadi Khalaf
Gulf Ruling Families


Abdulhadi Khalaf
What the Gulf Ruling Families Do when They Rule (
I
Introduction
This essay examines the strategies employed by the ruling families in the Gulf to the stability of their rule. I argue that these strategies are founded on, and moderated by, the combined influence of: 

1) legacies of the special forms of colonial rule that the Gulf has experienced since 1820 

2) the political, social and cultural ramifications of rent economy, and 

3) the post WWII international balance of power and the regional role allocated to the Gulf monarchies throughout the Cold War era. Ramifications of these factors have provided the geo-strategic context within which the Gulf monarchies became capable of intertwining traditional despotism with the powers of modern welfare states. 

The extraordinary financial and political resources, including resources accrued through various rent and rent-seeking activities, have enabled the Gulf states actually to define the socio-political options available to all relevant domestic political actors, including traditional notables and various layers of modern elites. These resources have also enabled each ruling family to appropriate the public space and to become its sole gatekeeper, thus effectively controlling entry of all other domestic actors into that space. 

The essay takes examples from Bahrain’s recent social history to focus on how its ruling family, the Al-Khalifa, has defined the parameters of legitimate political spaces allocated to various layers and segments of the local elite. I argue that political roles allocated to non-ruling family elites, and indeed the actual relevance of these elites to politics, are contingent on the episodic requirements of maintaining regime stability. Each of the ruling families has reserved to itself the right to define the limits of political, social or economic reforms required to meet the demands of the moment. These reforms, and hence the role of any of the elite clusters, have a direct relation to the intensity of the episodic upheaval facing the region as a whole or any of its component countries. Among episodic upheavals of recent decades the most spectacular were those following the fall of the Shah of Iran in 1979; the Iraq-Iran War of 1980-1988; the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990; and the ramifications of post-September 11, including the fall of the regime of Saddam Hussain in Iraq. However, each time the ruling families attempted to adjust to the new realities they sought, albeit with varying levels of success, and to preempt all moves by various layers of local elite to appropriate for themselves a role beyond that of intermediary between the rulers and the ruled. 

While recognizing that the Gulf ruling families draw, extensively at times, on coercive measures to maintain the stability of their regimes, I will be focusing hereunder on the regimes’ non-coercive measures for maintaining stability and durability.

II
The stability conundrum

So far, Gulf monarchies have fared well and certainly better than most autocracies. Even when compared to other Arab rulers, the ruling families of the Gulf have, hitherto, managed to maintain the stability of their regimes, to consolidate the legitimacy of their rule, and to retain the loyalty and support of their social power base. Their remarkable achievement is probably more evident in that the survival of their regimes has never been in doubt. This remains true even when one considers the eventful history of the past five decades of war, invasion, and border skirmishes; the various palace coups such as those in Abu Dhabi and Sharja, Oman and Qatar; or the chronic, and continuing, squabbles among siblings in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain and the various emirates of the UAE. In spite of these dramatic events, dynastic rule survived, although at the price of blocking possibilities of the regimes’ rejuvenation and renewal. The subsequent political blockages are not unique to the Gulf monarchies, nor are they caused only by infrequent changes of top personnel. A simple change of personnel is no guarantee for regime rejuvenation and renewal. Without introducing serious changes within structures of power, the turnover among top leaders may be nothing more than cosmetic.

Indeed, the success of the Gulf ruling families in holding out in the face of domestic and regional threats offers empirical and theoretical challenges. This stability has been explained in different ways
. Most explanations underplay, if not totally ignore, the direct and indirect role of Britain and later, the USA, in securing stability in the region and the longevity of the Gulf monarchies. Since 1820, various agreements with representatives of the British crown have provided the tribal chiefs, founders of the present Gulf ruling families, with protection and recognition as rulers. In exchange, all rulers acknowledged the rules of Pax Britannica. Britain’s commitment to the stability of those regimes has been repeatedly reconfirmed in the face of both domestic and regional challenges. The discovery of oil resources, and the subsequent entry of the USA as an investor in the region’s oil industry and as a major consumer of its output, gave the region its special geo-strategic importance, particularly throughout the Cold War era. When Britain relinquished its role as a protector of the regional status quo, the USA stepped in and began gradually to establish its military presence. Among the United States’ priorities are to safeguard stability in the region and the free and unhindered flow of its oil at reasonable prices to international markets. This led the USA, following the fall of the Shah of Iran in 1979, to assume a direct role in safeguarding the stability of the Gulf regimes and in guaranteeing their long-term survival. The liberation of Kuwait in 1991 by a military alliance led by the USA is a case in point.

Byman and Green (1999)
 suggest that Gulf ruling families have used effective strategies to maintain stability and peace in their countries and that they 

“have proven skilled at anticipating and preventing political violence before it explodes”. 

Byman and Green describe six strategies of control that ruling families in the Gulf employ. These are: 

1) use of aggressive security services to monitor, and at times suppress, opposition; 

2) cooptation of dissidents and potential dissidents through extensive use of largesse; dissidence is also contained through control of the media via subsidies and direct funding or the threat to suspend publication and not so much through formal censorship; 

3) creating divisions within communities and fragmenting any political opposition; 

4) cunning and ideological flexibility which helps appease local critics and offset outside meddling; 

5) pseudo-participation using appointed and partially representative majlis to provide for discussion and input into decision-making; and, 

6) accommodative diplomacy and the use of aid to placate foreign adversaries.

Bengio and Ben-Dor
, emphasize the ability of ruling regimes to eliminate the opposition and their endeavors to refine various strategies, including coercion and manipulation. The regimes’ success in this regard is counter-balanced by the empirical observation that challenges to their rule also endure, albeit in feeble and, mostly, dormant forms. From this perspective, the stability of the Gulf regimes may be better understood in light of two political situations: a) their continued ability, whether through coercion or manipulation, to convince all their potential challengers of the futility of any move to assert themselves; and b) their continued ability and willingness to introduce economic and political measures intended to appease potential sources of challenge to their rule. 

It serves no purpose to ignore the role of external patronage as an effective deterrent against both internal and external sources of threat to the status quo. Other than in the cases of   Unlike most other authoritarian regimes,
 this patronage made the welfare of the Gulf ruling families and the stability of their regimes less dependent on their modern and well-equipped security apparatuses. Oil revenues have indeed enabled the Gulf monarchies to spend heavily on schemes aimed at modernizing their military and internal security forces. Allocations for military and internal security requirements have remained the single most important item in the annual budget throughout the three decades since the onset of the oil boom in 1973-74. The protective shield of external patrons, expenditures on military and internal security services have served merely to expand each ruling family’s options and sense of self-respect. 

Rather than totally relying on coercion, the stability of the Gulf monarchies are contingent on the ruling families’ ability to employ various strategies of survival, including the manipulation of institutions and historical and ideological legacies in order to guarantee their hold over society and to undermine pressures from domestic challengers, including popular demands for a substantive transition to a transparent and competitive system of governance. In the Gulf, as elsewhere, the fortunes of authoritarian rulers vary. Autocrats of the world differ depending on how big the political space open for them to maneuver is; on how much time they available for the manipulation of institutions, and historical and ideological legacies; on how responsive their public is, or at least a significant portion of it, to attempts to manufacture consensus; and, on how far they can go in their attempts to diffuse emerging pressures from their local adversaries. Above all, they differ in terms of their willingness to unleash the full power of their security apparatuses on political adversaries. 

I contend that the stability of the Gulf monarchies is the outcome of two sets of factors − the external and the internal ones. The stability of these monarchies depends largely on their ability to mobilise what Stinchcomb (1968) calls
 “a nesting of reserve sources of power”. These reserves, whether arising from internal or external sources, have enabled them to subdue society through effective use of strategies of penetration, fragmentation and marginalisation. Hence, all significant activities within society must be endorsed by the ruling families, or at least, be sanctioned by the ruling core. In the following section, I will limit my discussion to internal sources of power.

But first, let me try to reduce the risk of confusion over my use of the terms state, regime and government. While students of state in the Third World would reasonably argue that these terms actually overlap, most would also agree that they are conceptually distinct. The state, as Mann notes, is a “messy concept” since it “can be defined in terms of what it looks like”, i.e. its institutions, or “what it does”, i.e. its functions
 Following Weber, a political science view would present the state as a set of institutionalised structures and instruments of domination. While domination is not a simple term, Migdal convincingly argues that a closer study indicates the existence of “various patterns of dominations generated by varying sorts of interactions among social forces”. These patterns, in turn, are determined by several key struggles that go on throughout what Migdal calls the “multiple arenas of domination and opposition”.
 As the exclusive claimant to the right to the legitimate exercise of force in its territories, the state sets the legal and other regulatory frameworks, organises apparatuses including police, army, the judiciary and bureaucratic bodies necessary for enforcing laws, maintaining stability and defending territory. In turn, “regime” refers to rules, principles, norms, and modes regulating interaction within a state between individuals and social groups on the one hand, and various organs of the state on the other. A government, or administration, refers to 

“specific occupants of public office who are in a position to make binding decisions at any given time”.
 

III
Instruments of the Regimes’ Stability 
Through mobilisation of external and internal sources, the ruling families of the Gulf have been capable of combining what Michael Mann
 calls the “despotic power” of pre-modern states and the “infrastructural power” of the modern state. Despotic power refers to the capacity to control the distribution of resources without interference from society. It is primarily a repressive power and involves the autonomy of the state from social pressures. The despotic power of the state is seen in the 

“range of actions that it takes without routine, institutionalised negotiation with groups in society”. 

In this sense one can easily infer that most, but not all, regimes in rentier states enjoy a high degree of despotic power due to their use of coercion and their freedom from constitutional, or other institutional, restraints.
 Infrastructural power on the other hand, is 

“the institutional capacity of a central state, despotic or not, to penetrate its territories and logistically implement decisions”. 

It refers, in other words, to the ability of a state to get things done, to administer and regulate, and effectively exercise its authority and achieve its goals within society. 

The levels of success in combining their states’ despotic and infrastructural powers vary from one Gulf monarchy to another and from one historic phase of their development to another. Yet, this ability to combine both powers has given them all an extraordinary, but certainly not unique, capacity to shape the domestic political processes in their countries, the contours of those processes, and the formal and informal structures they involve. Paramount among these are those processes involving the competing mobilizations of tribal, regional, ethnic and/or religious sensibilities and identities. While I agree that this mobilization serves the interests of the contending elites, I submit that it also provides the ruling families with additional instruments of rule. In spite of the importance of this mobilization at all levels, I would argue two points. Firstly, tribalism, ethnicity, religion as well as modernity and its various manifestations are social and political constructs rather than cultural or even ideological invariables. Secondly, the vagaries of contentious politics in different Gulf monarchies during the past decades have allocated different political weight to ethnicity, regionalism, religion and tribalism in various contentious situations. 

Mann’s distinction between despotic and infrastructural powers is as interesting theoretically as it is an empirically useful premise for examining how effective the ruling families in the Gulf have been in their endeavours to adjust to some demands of modern governance while maintaining their traditional forms of rule. Whether pursuing modern or traditional policies, the Gulf monarchies have maintained their capacity, 

“to penetrate society, regulate social relationships, extract resources, and appropriate or use resources in determined ways”.
 

Due to their ability to combine both powers, the Gulf monarchies have given their relations with their societies the distinct character that they have. Relations between state and society in the Gulf monarchies do not feature that “constant interpenetration” observable in other situations
. Instead, states of the region exhibit two of the features described by Skocpol
 − namely, potency and autonomy. Their potency and autonomy go well beyond how political sociology literature has conceptualised the forms of the “strong state” and the limits of the “relative autonomy of the state”.

Various sorts of states, writes Skocpol, give rise to various conceptions of the meaning and methods of “politics” itself, conceptions that influence all relevant groups and classes of a national community.
 Both features, potency and autonomy, offer the ruling families in the Gulf the tools that enable them on the one hand to shape institutional structures of their societies and on other hand to pursue their own goals, either through transformative strategies, or through coercive actions in pursuit of maintaining public order.
 Theirs is a strong state, par excellence, capable of penetrating society, defining internal relations among its constituent elements, regulating social relationships, and determining how common resources are allocated. 

A word of caution is necessary at this stage. While it may be true that there is a wide agreement, as Chaudhry notes,
 that “oil states have the capacity to create and destroy social classes” little comparative work has been done contrasting “how and why” each country produces its own particular set of consequences of its capacity to combine its despotic and infrastructural powers. This, suggests Chaudhry, leads to stretching the theory of rentier state to fit almost any case at hand. This in turn results in analytical trajectories that neglect to observe the vagaries of the oil markets and of domestic reactions to oil states budgetary policies. 

Of course, neither the potency of the Gulf state nor its relative autonomy is absolute. Events have shown, particularly since 1990, that the potency and relative autonomy of these monarchies is most evident in their relations with domestic forces in their societies.
 The foundation of the ruling families’ asymmetric power relative to their societies constitutes, paradoxically, the very foundation of their vulnerability to external pressures. The magnitude of oil revenues has enabled each of these regimes to be free from the need to extract taxes from its citizens. Oil revenues have also enabled regimes to allocate and distribute a considerable portion of these incomes in the form of employment, improved infrastructures, and elaborate measures of social welfare
. At the same time, their own dependency on oil revenues, and subsequently on the USA as the custodian of regional peace whose duty it is to facilitate the free flow of oil to international markets, exposes these regimes to external pressures, including fluctuations of oil prices on international oil markets.

Rent, rent-seeking and rent-allocation 

Several students of the region have focused on the role of rent, while also accepting the proposition that several other factors are at the core of the exceptional rise in the importance of the state’s role and the power exercised by the ruling families over society. Rent, an already problematic term in economics becomes more problematic when introduced to political sociology. Khan and Jomo (2000:5) define rent as 

“an income which is higher than the minimum which an individual or firm would have accepted given alternative opportunities”. 

One of the problems of this definition is that it is too inclusive. Many real world incomes, notes Khan and Jomo (2000) have the character of rent. These include 

“not just monopoly profits, but also subsidies and transfers organised through political mechanism, illegal transfers organised by private mafias, short-term super profits made by innovators before competitors imitate their innovations, and so on”.
 

Following Luciani (1987), Biblawi (1990) and Sadiki (1997)
, I see rent include revenues accrued from diverse sources such as exports by oil-producing states; through direct foreign aid and subsidies and through remittances by expatriate workers.

These various sources of rent have facilitated moves by the ruling elite in all Arab states to increase their own autonomy from their social bases while expanding the system of political patronage; assert their authority by expanding the state’s “involvement in all socio-economic spheres”, thus, inhibiting the rise of competing autonomous social power centres; enhance their sanctionary powers by expanding and modernizing their military, police and internal security apparatuses at their disposal; forge regional, inter-Arab, alliances to enhance their stability.
 Rent, in other words, has facilitated, but not caused, that those regimes succeeded in combining the despotic powers of pre-modern states and the infrastructural powers of modern ones. Gulf monarchies vary in the levels of this combination as well as in the social and political consequences on their regime’s stability.

One of the immediate consequences of its control of rent and its circulation is making loyalty to the royal family a social as well as a political imperative. Unlike other society/state situations, what can be observed in the Gulf monarchies is shaped by two characteristic features of the state. The first is that the state is the ruling family, in other words more just an instrument of the ruling families. Rather, there is a distinct intertwining of state and the ruling families in a relation of indistinguishable organic unity. The second is that the state/ruling family is off-limits for all other social actors. Later on in this essay I will give some examples of how this demarcation of royal from non-royal spaces is translated actually in the case of Bahrain into actual physical separation of the royal family from the rest of the population.

Ayubi
discusses different political outcomes of the rentier state where the state machine is the main engine for circulation and/or allocation of resources vis-à-vis various economic sectors and social groups. More specifically, he suggests the following outcomes of rent in the Gulf States. As the rent is externally derived, the state becomes an intermediary between the world capitalist order and the local economy and society. In its turn, the state promotes levels of dependency by citizens on its agencies, its welfare services and other facilities. Within this relation of dependency, a citizen becomes 

“disinclined to act economically or politically on his own behalf, let alone seriously criticise the state”. 

Citizens, including merchants, entrepreneurs and business people, become more pre-occupied with attempts to access the rent circuit than reaching to build productive efficiency. Financial independence offers the state 

“a high degree of ‘relative autonomy’ from the specific interests of various classes in society”. 

Consequently, the ruling elites are able to change public policies, to reverse them, to select their allies, and to change political allegiances with relative flexibility. Furthermore, its relatively high degree of autonomy enables the state to create new classes and/or to dismantle and reassemble existing ones.

In Bahrain, for example, rent facilitated the launch of some systematic efforts by the ruling core
 to concentrate power in its hands. The process was intensified following the announcement by the British of their East of Suez strategy which included withdrawal of British commitment to protect the Gulf sheikhdoms, including Bahrain. While short on dramatic elements, the three years following Britain’s announcement of its East of Suez strategy culminated in 1971 when it ended its special relations with Bahrain, were nevertheless eventful. Between 1968-71, the regime intensified its efforts to modernise its administrative apparatus to meet the impending tasks of statehood. A significant symbolic step was the formation of the Bahrain Defence Force, BDF. Since its inception, the BDF has remained an exclusive Sunni tribal space charged with tasks other than the defence of the realm. In addition to occasionally backing the internal security forces in maintaining order, the BDF is a significant tool in the maintenance of the “balance of forces” within the ruling family and its core. 

With financial grants from rulers of other Gulf sheikhdoms, particularly Kuwait and Abu Dhabi, additional development projects, including major housing projects, were launched. Additional expansion in government and public sectors created new jobs as well as opportunities for promotion. The combined effects of all this was reflected in the figures of the 1971 Census that showed that the number of local government employees increased by 50% in comparison to 1965, making the government by far the largest employer in the country. A greater rise occurred during the first decade of the oil boom. From 1974 to 1984, the number of people employed by the government doubled and their wages rose from 21.1 million Bahrain dinars in 1974 to 200 million Bahraini dinars in 1984, allowing the share of salaries to rise from 28.1% of government current at the beginning of the period to 61% in 1984.
 

In spite of its considerable drain on resources, the process allowed the ruling core to incorporate several additional client intermediaries, thus confirming its position as the supreme patron while it expaned its support base. Through the government administration and public sector institutions, the ruling core became the super patron. While it offers less pay than the private sector, a governmental job is associated with life-long job security, better working hours and other fringe benefits. Thus, the expanding state bureaucracy has turned a major portion, if not most, of the local work force into state clients ‘whose livelihood depends on the public purse’
 and whose welfare is, literally, in the hands of the ruling families

Gradually, by means of rent and its social and political ramifications, the strong state has turned into a potent state capable of achieving almost anything it wishes in its domestic politics. Throughout the past decade, there emerged ample evidence that this unquestionable power is contingent only on the state’s ability to avoid provoking any of the relevant external actors. 

Moves towards constitutional order in 1973-5 and since 2001 have not contravened the concentration of power. On the contrary. In view of the freedoms guaranteed by the 1973 and 2002 constitutions, and the civil and human rights they recognise, both constitutions are remarkable achievements. However, while constitutional stipulations on citizens’ rights and freedoms are clear, they are consistently constrained by the added stipulation that these rights are to be enjoyed “in accordance with the law”. 

While the ruling family may have wanted on both occasions to acquire constitutional legitimacy, it did not accept the formal and informal political, administrative, and judicial consequences of that legitimacy. The price seemed simply too high. In the absence of parliament, some of the requisites for continuing the process of nationification of contentious politics were missing or, to be more precise, not fully developed. There are some factors to add to this. First, the ruling core has continued to exercise full control over all major sources of surplus appropriation. This unrestricted control has enabled it to continue steering the major economic and political actors, play them against each other and affirm their dependence on its goodwill. All other classes and social strata lack solid economic capabilities outside the orbit of the regime. All of them are dependent on the regime’s economic ventures and the political goodwill of its ruling core for their survival and prosperity. To an extent, only workers have been capable of independent action. This particular privilege was enjoyed by local workers but gradually began disappearing as their share in the work force started to dwindle as a result of increased reliance on imported labour force. Second, neither 1973 nor 2001 constitutions provide for mechanisms to separate the regime and its ruling core from government. The ruling family’s core continues to lead executive and administrative organs as well as other institutions of the state such as the judiciary, the military and the security forces. In spite of constitutional stipulations, all organs of state continue to be extensions of formal and informal powers of the ruling core. Third, resources at the disposal of the regime, the docility of its social base, and regional and international support, have enabled it to embark on a massive reconstructive operation. These resources have enabled the regime to dismiss totally calls for a return to constitutional rule. Moreover, to the dismay of increasingly demoralised opponents, the regime has actually been able to initiate a modernisation process of its institutions, or to borrow an expression, with rather than against tribalism and communalism
. 

Corporate politics 

As an answer to his own question on how do these ruling families in the Gulf Emirates govern?, Khaldun Al-Naqeeb
 suggests that one looks into the role of corporates. Ruling families of the Gulf, notes Al-Naqeeb, 

“govern by means of unofficial corporates and by manipulating with the social forces under new division of labour”. 

These corporates are 

“social forces which are allowed to express themselves within the ruling establishment, through appointed or assigned head of tribes and families”. 

Because they are unofficial, there is no formal body to represent these corporate social forces. They are represented, however, in various institutions of the state: the government, municipal and other local councils, and, in the army and police. 

By al-Naqeeb’s count
, there are six of these unofficial corporates in addition to the ruling family itself. These are: 

1) The tribal establishment: the tribal shaykhs with whom the government deals at the local level; 

2) The merchants: the big merchants and the heads of mercantile families − along with their ordinarily being represented by the chambers of commerce and industry; 

3) The sectarian establishment: the heads of the religious sects, such as the Shi’ah, the Ibadites, the Sunnis, and the Zaidis; 

4) The religious establishment: the leaders of the religious movements, the mutawi’ah […] and others; 

5) The middle classes: in view of the prevention of professional organizations from having union offices, the government deals with these classes on a family basis; 

6) The workers in those countries where there are workers, and those who have union organisations.

Al-Naqeeb’s account of state-society relations brings up two important questions: what type of corporates exist in the Gulf monarchies? In addition, how dissimilar are their relations to the ruling families in their respective countries? The relative importance of any of these corporative bodies differs considerably from one Gulf state to another as well as from time to time in the same state. While sharing a number of common features, state-society relations in the countries of the region differ considerably from each other and over time. Notwithstanding how one defines ‘corporates’, or under what historical circumstances they appear they have not operated independently of the ruler, the ruling family, or from other social, economic and political actors within society. Moreover, they have not been able to survive without the consent, or even active support, of the ruler
. The career of the Ikhwan in Saudi Arabia is one several possible illustrations of this point.

In spite of the existence of various forms of majlis, including the shura council and the partially elected parliaments, the Gulf monarchies lack political institutions. Political powers, and the exercise of this power, even where a ruling family’s own council actually exist, remain highly personalised and centralized around what I call the ruling core. This appears in different constellations. There can be is a single unchallenged ruler, as in Oman and Qatar, a coalition of rulers, such as in the UAE where Sheikh Zayed al-Nuhaayyan of Abu Dhabi is primus inter pares, or a coalition of siblings: among brothers such as in Saudi Arabia, between cousins as in Kuwait or between an uncle and his nephew as in Bahrain.

One of the common features of the relationship between all the ruling families and corporates is that of super-ordination/subordination. Ruling families do not act as if they were required to “share” political power or financial fortunes with any of the corporates. Of course, relations may be cosier and more accommodative in this country or that. Kuwait is the one often-cited example. According to Hicks and al-Najjar,
 a deal was struck around the mid-1950s between the ruling family in Kuwait and the large merchant families. The elements of this deal are simple: in return for ceding to the ruling family effective control over key areas of state policy making, initially the merchants, and over time other Kuwaitis, received payment. The merchants were the beneficiaries of state spending on domestic development contracts, of laws that excluded foreign competition or obliged foreign contractors to take on Kuwaiti partners, and of an understanding which minimised the family’s involvement in Kuwaiti business. In spite of this arrangement, which is one of several founding myths in Kuwait, to paraphrase Tétreault
, state-society relations in Kuwait remain largely a relationship in which the ruling Al-Sabah family exercise total monopoly of all instruments of political and economic power and its symbols. Indeed, even the historical basis of this arrangement is open to question. In her insightful study of Kuwait, Mary Ann Tétreault explains the dynamics of state-society relations in Kuwait as reflected in a number of stories describing the community’s social and political origins. Tétreault concludes that prevalence of contending myths within political discourse has many causes, among them a continuing disagreement about various provisions of the social contract, and a lack of adequate mechanisms for resolving domestic disputes in a way that can be seen as fair by concurrent majorities of multiple social groups.

The importance of corporates as instruments of rule is founded, according to Alegret
, on the understanding that corporatism 

“is an institutional form of agreement in the face of the interests of associatively organized groups in the heart of civil society and in the heart of the decision-making structures of the state, which is what determines not only their possible existence but also their structure and functioning.” 

According to this view, the value of such a close, organic link between the corporates and the state structures lay in the state awarding these corporates the monopoly for representation in the respective social segment.

Political scientists and sociologists discuss corporatism as a “system of representation” of group interests. Each corporative has its own recognised hierarchies of statuses, of roles and of positions that relate to each person’s relative value within the corporative. While some corporates rely on members’ ascriptive statuses that they have inherited or achieved through non-competitive processes, other corporates are founded on members’ attributes or personal achievements that are often gained in competitive processes. Whether traditional or modern, an ideal type of corporative builds on the Weberian complex interplay between sources of social and economic powers.
Building on Guillermo O’Donnell, Ayubi
 notes that corporatism has two important characteristics. It is both “bifrontal” and “segmentary”. Corporatism is “bifrontal” in the sense of being both “statising” and “privatising”. The process of statising occurs as a result of the conquest and subordination by the state of civil society and its components, while privatising occurs as a result of the opening of institutional areas of the state to the representations of organised interests of civil society. Corporatism is also “segmentary”, that is to say, its actual functioning and social impacts differ systematically according to how cleavages are differentiated in society. 

As a complex socio-economic construct, a corporate is founded on various dimensions of economic position, social status and prestige, and political role. Within this conception, it becomes truly an “engine of history” that promotes change and pushes societies to different stages. Changes occur not only through the various manifestations of class struggle but also through manipulation of institutions and through various other socio-economic constructs, including corporates.

While these corporates, in their varying shapes and capacities, seem to provide a reasonably solid relationship between state and society, they are an insufficient basis for understanding how ruling families’ rule. The relationship between the ruling families in the Gulf and society in general, and any of the corporates is not as straightforward as implied by Al-Naqeeb’s account. We need here to recognize that the context of the relationship between the Gulf monarchical families and their societies are is complex and varied. These relations vary in their rationale, in the forms they take, and the ramifications of each relationship. This complexity is reflected in how limited or infinite the room to maneuver in society is for both the ruling family and various groups. However, a common feature of the relationship between the ruling family and various corporates is that it is extremely asymmetric. This observation is, of course, not surprising. According to Weber, all relations between the ruler and the ruled are relations of domination, and are by definition asymmetrical. 

This asymmetry is often moderated by a level of reciprocal dependency that appears differently in each Gulf monarchy. Here shifts in social position of relatively large numbers of people, from members of an extended family to members of an ethnic group, can be affected, nay altered, top-down. Affected individuals do not have any serious recourse to pre-empt this change of their positions. Throughout the remaining section, I will illustrate state-society relations with reference to my findings on Bahrain.
Vertical segmentation of local societies

In some African cases 
 (Cf Chazan et.al, 1999:112-3) local ethnic patrons also engage in a variety of reciprocal relations with clients from outside their own ethnic community, extending protection, services and material benefits to members of other groups, ethnic or otherwise, in exchange for support and assistance. The ruling families in the Gulf monarchies have consistently decisively sought to pre-empt any co-operation across vertical confines among these intermediaries. 

In similarity with the findings of Bianchi (1997) on Egyptian state behaviour, we are confronted with powerful tactics of disorganisation and fragmentation which can partly be seen in delays to the emergence of a unified counter mobilisation, and in the promotion of the proliferation of weak and squabbling elites that can easily be manipulated or even discarded by the regime. Fragmentation, observes Bianchi, provides the regime with the ability periodically to disfavour leaders, replacing them altogether, or temporarily ignoring them. This ability also provides the regime with an effective tool of sanction against members of the elite who refuse to collaborate with the segmentation as well as providing 

“a vivid reminder of the marginal, precarious and impotent roles awaiting those who try to go beyond the limits set forth by the regime, or seek to act independently from it”
. 

Elites are politically relevant by virtue of the role they play within the internal sources of power for regimes in the Gulf monarchies. As reserve sources, they are retained in such a fashion as to be available whenever the regime feels the need for support to overcome an opposition or pre-empt its growth. Yet, elites are consistently prevented from becoming power centres themselves and from co-operation across their vertical segment. They are also consistently discouraged from making claims on the regime as collectives. They are encouraged to intercede on behalf of individuals who, within conditions segmented plurally, are counted as their clients. On their part, individuals are encouraged not to depend on a single intermediary but rather seek the mediation of different intermediaries on different issues. This goes some considerable distance beyond the usual system of rotation where a regime routinely and rotatively selects patrons from among its subordinate social elites. As observed by René Lemrchand and Keith Legg
, clientalism refers to a special type of asymmetric relationship. It is a personalised relationship between an inferior client and a superior patron − an asymmetry of positions founded on and maintained by unequal command over resources and their allocations. 

Sustaining vertical segmentation of society has proven a useful form of social organisation and, hitherto, an effective vehicle for rule. As shown during the oil-boom years, the regime has effectively used the resources at its disposal to create new intermediaries, retire some old ones and revive others. Intermediaries are made up, vertically, of tribal, religious and confessional groups as well as according to wealth, kinship or residential areas. As local reserve sources for legitimacy of power, competing intermediaries reinforce the regime’s policies, including preserving the segmentation of society. Individually these intermediaries have always been exchangeable, and, at times, even dispensable. As an institution, however, they provide a certain limitation on the exercise of power. It does so not as much because of its own strength but rather, to paraphrase Stinchcomb, because the exercise of power is dependent on its being backed up. Even an appearance of being backed up by a relevant source of power, serves the regime by encouraging other external as well as internal sources of power to provide their own backing and support. 

Within a plethora of vertical parallels, the ethnic ones are the weightiest and most recurring. Other criteria for social stratification operate separately or alongside confessional affiliation. In particular, wealth, kinship, and tribal and rural-urban backgrounds persist and contribute, whenever mobilised, to strengthening segmentation of the socio-political order. In his seminal work on Iraq, Hanna Batatu (1978) describes the more complex situation of a regional metropolis. Here too one finds several hierarchies that were simultaneously at work: hierarchies of religion, of wealth, of sect, of ethnic groups, status, and of power. Batatu also notes there is a great coincidence between these hierarchies. The top dogs of a particular hierarchy tend also to top the rankings with respect to wealth or in terms of religious, sectarian, ethnic, or status affiliation.
Elite complacency 

The proposition that the ruling classes rarely rule directly but through various intermediary elites including the patrons of major corporates is a controversial theme that has been debated extensively
. “Elite” as a concept is “fraught with problems”
. Higley & Gunther (1992)
 define an elite as 

“persons who are able, by virtue of their strategic positions and powerful organizations, to affect national political outcomes regularly and substantially”. 

These individuals are the principal decision-makers in a long range of bodies in society, including 

“the largest or most resource-rich political, governmental, economic, military, communications, and cultural organizations and movements ...”. 

A key issue here, both methodologically and conceptually, is related to the different ways of deciding what the terms “regularly” and “substantially” mean. 
 

Elites, as Perthes (forthcoming)
 puts it, may not be “the best or the brightest nor are the ones who should rule or have privileges” but they “are a socio-political reality”. Perthes suggests, therefore, focusing on the politically relevant elite which is made of people who: 

1) take strategic decisions or participate in decision-making on a national level; 

2) contribute to defining political norms and values including defining ‘national interests’; 

3) directly influence political discourse on strategic issues. While its membership is, by definition, select and privileged, its wide-ranging attributes do not make the politically relevant elite cohesive or small. From this perspective, the politically relevant elites extend beyond top leaders in government, political parties, and administration, to actually include individuals, groups and segments that contribute to political processes from various sidelines. 

Unlike their wajuha’a predecessors of the pre-oil past, modern elites in the Gulf monarchies are largely a marginal political force. The abrupt end of the economy that sustained the wujuha’a until the mid-thirties was replaced by a modern rent-based economy that consolidated the ruling families superiority in terms of wealth and political power. Unlike the Weberian honoratiores stratum, the wujuha’a did not become bearers of rulership. The rulers in fact owed all their new fortunes and expanded power base not to an alliance with domestic forces, but rather to their alliance with, and dependency on, external sources. 

Political elites in the Gulf monarchies lack the political weight given to ‘intermediary strata’ by surveys and studies about contemporary Arab societies. (Cf. Ayubi 1995:176-77). Their role is linked to the expediency of dealing indirectly with society and through intermediaries selected from within these politically relevant elites. In most cases, these intermediaries are leaders of their own corporates. This is the main route for becoming a politically relevant elite. Elites, whether they are the acknowledged leaders of their corporates or simply seen as representatives of those corporates, are a disparate multitude that lacks cohesion, conformity in cultural or political outlook and claim. Assignment as a politically relevant elite does not infer a permanent position or status. As a privilege bestowed by the ruling family on a person, it remains an undetermined political role of limited validity both in time and in space. A common basic feature of these intermediaries is that each of them acknowledges his/her own subordination to the regime. Even when acknowledged as an intermediary, a person is not granted the exclusive right to represent the segment of population on whose behalf it seeks to mediate. 

Modern elites in the Gulf monarchies emerged within socio-political structures that are dominated by the ruling families - a dominance guaranteed by British protective agreements. Their right to claim a political role has never been a natural prerogative of their positions in their communities. Theirs is an assigned role and their status is bequeathed. They are selected to provide support and to advice rather than to represent. Individually, some intermediaries may have been powerful patrons of local networks, clans, villages or religious communities but they were not allowed to speak for the “people” as a whole. In spite of this, they are in their own way politically relevant. They have a large stake in sustaining the status quo. For, only through preservation of the system could they serve as patrons to the local, and often competing, networks on which their initial claims to elite status depend. To varying degrees, the ruling families have jealously maintained the system of intermediation. The dilemma of modern elites remains in their awareness of the shaky grounds on which they have been standing. The ruling family needs them, yet they remain dispensable. Elites that lose their political relevance have simply been excluded from the stratum of intermediaries, and are likely to lose much more than prestige. 

As the supreme patrons, the ruling core of each ruling family has shown a remarkable ability to maintain balance among these leading figures within relevant corporates, and to prevent uncontrolled growth of any of them. Oil, particularly since the oil boom of the mid-1970s, provides sufficient resources to continue recruiting additional, potential, intermediaries from nearly every social background. The entrepreneurial sector, for example, which was a major beneficiary of oil-boom investments, provided the ruling families with a new, and relatively modern, source of intermediaries. Advancement within this sector has been personal and based on political loyalty and acumen, rather than tribal or sectarian proximity to the regime. Project contracts, big and small, have been awarded largely for political loyalty. Those entrepreneurs whose loyalties were in doubt simply lost their access to contracts. Being in the good books of the ruling core and other senior members of the ruling family adds some considerable push to a business venture. Regular attendance to the weekly majlis, court, of any of these potentates, or preferably all, provides as strong a guarantee as any bank credit. 
IV
What Next?

The Gulf ruling families’ remarkable capacity to mobilise external and internal sources of power seems to have reached its limits. There is growing awareness among important members of these families that the survival of their regimes requires introducing some real, albeit painful, reforms. The geo-political context within which they have operated has altered throughout the 1990s. Gulf rulers also seem aware that they have lost the advantages associated with their special regional role during the Cold War. Furthermore, decades of economic mismanagement, endemic corruption and wasteful expenditure have greatly reduced the basis of their infrastructural powers. The effects of fluctuating oil revenues have exasperated the financial woes of the Gulf monarchies and their domestic and foreign debt burdens. 

The Gulf ruling families are facing some unprecedented demands by domestic and external actors for political and economic reform. Uncharacteristically, the most vocal actors are several of the previously marginalized elite groups that feel emboldened by the ramifications of political developments since 1990 and particularly since September 11, 2001. 

While Gulf ruling families, with the exception of the Saudis, do not behave as if threatened by these developments, they all have signalled their willingness to reform – including granting a bigger role to non-family actors. Political reforms in Bahrain since 2000 have provided a model for the kind of measures that do not require the ruling families to give up any of their privileges, including their control over economic resources and political institutions as well as their command over the armed forces and the security apparatuses. While the Bahraini scheme represents a significant step towards reducing symptoms of the prevailing political stagnation, it could generate new problems. Concessions by the ruling families may embolden local elites to demand more substantive political reforms. On the other hand, procrastination is likely to be more dangerous if it leads to enraging the gradually expanding networks of domestic and foreign actors demanding change. The urgency of the situation could force even the most reluctant of the Gulf rulers to conclude that reforms must go beyond the customary episodic cosmetic changes.

( I am grateful to Dr. Volker Perthes and his team of researchers working on “Elite Changes in the Arab World” project at Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik- Berlin for their interest and valuable comments on an earlier draft of this essay.  
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