Bahrain

Bahrain (officially the Kingdom of
Bahrain; Mamlakat al-Bahrayn) is an
archipelago in the Persian/Arabian
Gulf originally consisting of thirty-three
islands. It lies just offshore from eastern
Saudi Arabia (to which it is connected by
a causeway, completed in 1986) and is
close to the Qatar peninsula to the east.
Bahrain’s capital, Manama (al-Manama),
1s located on the main island, also called
al-Bahrayn (classically known as ‘Awal).
The island of al-Muharraq, to the north,
1s the second most heavily populated
island. The Hawar Islands also belong
to Bahrain, even though they lie just off
Qatar’s southwest coast. Other islands
include the heavily inhabited Sitra Island
to the east and Umm al-Na‘san, reserved
for the king’s palaces, to the west. A num-
ber of planned residential cities have been
built throughout al-Bahrayn Island.

Most of Bahrain consists of arid gravel
plain, although the coastal regions of the
northern part of al-Bahrayn Island, as
well as al-Muharraq and Sitra Islands,
are intensively cultivated, predominantly
with palm gardens. Urban water use

and agricultural production have made
unsustainable demands on the aquifer,
which extends from the Arabian Penin-
sula mainland. The extreme shallowness
of the surrounding Gulf waters has made
extensive land reclamation viable and the
country’s total land mass has increased by
about fifteen percent to nearly 800 square
kilometres.

Oil was discovered at Jabal al-Dukhan
in the centre of the main island in 1932
by the then American-owned Bahrain
Petroleum Company (BAPCO), but pro-
duction, although important in the 1930s
and 1940s, gradually dwindled. By 2012,
Bahrain’s refinery was dependent for
nearly all its crude oil on its 150,000 bar-
rels per day share of Saudi Arabia’s Aba
Sa‘fa offshore field. Oil still accounts for
more than seventy percent of exports, but
other important economic sectors include
an aluminum smelter, offshore banking,
and tourism.

Expatriates constitute nearly fifty-five
percent of the total population of approxi-
mately 1,350,000 people (2015). Of this,
more than 400,000 reside in Manama,
the largest city. The indigenous Bahraini
population is almost entirely Muslim,
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apart from a small number of Christians
and Jews. Estimates of the ShiT propor-
tion of the native population are usually
given as fifty to seventy percent. The
Baharina (sing. Bahrani), those thought
to be descended from the original Arab
inhabitants of the islands, comprise the
great majority of the Shia. They are
Ithna ‘Ashart (Twelver), as is the smaller
community of Sh1Ts of Iranian origin. The
minority Sunni population is split between
tribal elements originally from the Najd
of central Arabia—who came in the eigh-
teenth century with the current ruling
family and after—and the Hawala, Arab
families migrating from the Iranian coast
of the Gulf over the last few centuries and
often claiming origins on the Arab littoral.

The literal translation of al-Bahrayn is
“the two seas.” In pre-Islamic and early
Islamic history, the name al-Bahrayn
referred to a much larger area encom-
passing much of the adjoining Arabian
mainland, including the oases of al-Qatif
and al-Ahsa’ (al-Hasa). The other expla-
nation for the name refers to the existence
of numerous springs of freshwater located
in the seabed just offshore.

The landscape of the northern half
of al-Bahrayn Island is characterised by
some 350,000 burial tumuli dating to the
third millennium B.C.E. Some of these
were left by the Dilmun civilisation (fl.
2500-1800 B.C.E.) and later by the Ach-
aemenid occupation (fifth century B.C.E.).
Christian communities existed up and
down the Gulf in the pre-Islamic period
and a Nestorian bishopric was situated on
al-Bahrayn islands.

In antiquity, al-Bahrayn was known
in Greek and Latin sources by the name
of Tylos/Thilouanoi after it was incor-
porated into the Parthian Empire. In
the first half of the third century C.E., the
Sasanian king Ardashir I took all
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the Parthian possessions and, according
to the historian al-Tabart (d. 310/923),
eliminated the Parthian governor of
al-Bahrayn, Sanatruk, the last “king of
the archipelago,” destroying his fortress
at Qal‘at al-Bahrayn.

Sasanian control lasted until the local
Sasanian governor and the population
converted to Islam in 6-7/628. Muslim
forces were sent to al-Bahrayn during the
so-called ridda wars, after the death of the
prophet Muhammad, in 9/632. Subse-
quently, the archipelago was subordinate
to first the Umayyad (r. 41-132/661-750)
and then the ‘Abbasid (r. 132-656/750—
1258) caliphs.

However, the Khawarij, a militant
Muslim group that formed during the
caliphate of ‘All (r. 35-40/656-61) and
led several rebellions throughout the
Umayyad period and into the early years
of the ‘Abbasids, occupied the islands
during the first/seventh century. The
expansion of the Isma‘Tli Qarmati move-
ment from Syria and Iraq into eastern
Arabia apparently included the occupa-
tion of the archipelago in the first half of
the fourth/tenth century. The Salghurids
(r. 543-681/1148-1282) restored Qal‘at
al-Bahrayn in the seventh/thirteenth cen-
tury and made it a base for expanding a
vigorous maritime trade between the Gulf
and South Asia and China.

The following nearly four centuries
saw al-Bahrayn ruled at varying intervals
by neighbouring states or regional rul-
ers. This pattern was interrupted by the
appearance of the Portuguese in 1521. A
second fortress at Qal‘at al-Bahrayn had
been constructed by the kings of Hor-
muz in the eighth/fourteenth century
and connected to the nearby sea by an
ancient 1800-metre-long canal that could
accommodate ships. After the Ottomans
briefly displaced the Portuguese in 1554,
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the Portuguese added distinctive towers
and a rampart with bastions to protect
the fort (and, as a result, it was called the
Portuguese Fort until quite recently). The
substantial fort at ‘Arad on al-Muharraq
Island was reinforced as well.

Following the Portuguese departure,
al-Bahrayn fell under Safavid control at
intervals but at other times was left to itself,
as was the case in 1718 when an Omani
army briefly invaded the islands. Another
Iranian governor was installed in 1753
but Iranian control weakened enough for
members of the ‘Utab tribe, originally
from Najd but then based in al-Zubara,
on the west coast of the Qatar Peninsula,
to invade the islands in 1783. They man-
aged to retain possession despite subse-
quent assaults from Iran and three Omani
attacks at the beginning of the nineteenth
century. Leadership of these tribal ele-
ments was vested in the Al Khalifa fam-
ily, who have ruled al-Bahrayn ever since.

Most of the nineteenth century was
characterised by discord within the Al
Khalifa and defence against threats from
the Wahhabis of Najd, neighbouring
Qatar, and Iran. Relations with the Brit-
ish Government of India grew steadily
closer untl agreements were signed in
1880 and 1892 giving Britain responsibil-
ity for al-Bahrayn’s defence and foreign
affairs and making al-Bahrayn a British
protected state.

The country received full independence
in 1971 as the State of Bahrain and a
National Assembly was formed in 1972
but suspended a few years later. There
has been a long history of opposition
to the Al Khalifa, dating from the early
part of the twentieth century, from both
Sunnis and ShiTs, but especially the latter
because of the sectarian-based discrimina-
tion they have experienced. This opposi-
tion manifested itself in civil disobedience
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from 1994 until 1999, when Hamad
b. Tsa succeeded his father as amir and
reached partial accommodation with the
dissidents. Reconciliation ended in 2001
when Hamad proclaimed the “Kingdom
of Bahrain” with himself as king. The
outbreak of the Arab Spring in 2011 reig-
nited agitation against the monarchy and
the government responded harshly. As a
result, the main ShiT parties and other
opposition parties boycotted the reconsti-
tuted parliament.

Bahrain was a founding member of the
Gulf Cooperation Council in 1971. Ties
to Saudi Arabia have been very close,
while relations with Qatar were trou-
bled by conflicting claims to the Hawar
Islands and other islets, as well as by the
Al Khalifa claim to al-Zubara, until mat-
ters were resolved in 1994-6. The United
States navy has maintained a presence in
Manama since 1947. Relations with the
Islamic Republic of Iran, established in
1979 with the overthrow of the Pahlavi
monarchy, have been even more fractured
than they had been when the shah was in
power, and the Bahraini government has
repeatedly charged Iran with fomenting
unrest in the archipelago.
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