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Tribal Loyalty in the Arabian Gulf:
The Case of Qatar

Dr.Ali A.Hadi Alshawi

Introduction

This paper examines the tribal loyalty and political influence of tribalism in the
States of the Arabian Gulf, particularly in the State of Qatar. The tribal community is
integral to society and critical to understanding. Tribalism is a distinguishing feature of
Gulf State politics, intriguingly intertwined with state political structures. There are no
clear boundaries between tribe and state, with tribes central to political processes,
being integral to the Emir and Sheikhdom systems. While there are no political parties
in these countries, there are tribes that play an analogous role within the State, tribal
loyalty having a significant impact on political elections. And they are prominent in the
organisation of the military. A literature review reveals the extent to which tribes
dominate Arabian Gulf socio-political life generally and that of Qatar particularly.

This study differs from previous ones in using a quantitative approach to investigate
the role of tribalism in the Qatari state. It draws on survey data collected from a
sample of 800 tribesmen and women from four different areas in Qatar, representative
of the country’ tribes. It uses a scale covering thirty three topics to assess tribal values
and norms. The scale comprises three dimensions: 1. Tribal identity and social
solidarity; 2. Tribal leadership and traditional law; and 3. Tribal voting preferences. The
data analysis proceeds by examining each dimension against a range of independent
variables, including age, tribal majority affiliation, income, education, employment,
religious affiliation, marriage and kinship relations, using descriptive statistics and
regression. There are significant relations between the three scale dimensions and the
variables, which show how the political system in the state of Qatar is subject to tribal
norms and values.
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