



































Rulers, Merchants and Shaikbs in Gulf Politics

the tribe where their leadership was supreme. The early oil era in
particular enhanced the status of shaikhs. They provided labour
to oil companies and soldiers to standing armies or retainers to
rulers. Their children were among the first nationals to receive
state education. '

But in subsequent years and decades, the traditional roles
of shaikhs have eroded vis-a-vis the state. The development of
modern government structures with hierarchical control by
central governments diminished the independence of shaikhs in
representing their tribe in relation to the government and versus
competing tribes. The writ of the central government has been
extended into tribal areas. Social mobility has diminished the
role of the shaikh in providing and enforcing leadership within
the tribe, as tribesmen have become less dependent on the tribe
and affected more by education, merit-based employment and
geographical relocation for prosperity, opportunity and relations
outside the tribe. Furthermore, social standing has been threatened
by fierce competition from both old elites and new in societies
where now wealth often defines status.

But shaikhly advantages in the present oil era have not
disappeared. They continue to benefit from a headstart on
education, strong family support to younger members, a strong
family network and inter-family ties to other shaikhs, ruling
families and religious leaders. It should also not be forgotten that
the ruling families in the Gulf in the early twenty-first century
have evolved from shaikhly families and in many cases maintain
extremely close ties — for example, between the Al-Khalifah of
Bahrain and originally Najdi tribal allies such as Al-Dawasir. Tribal

families were heavily represented in the early UAE government,
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