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Chapter 1: Introduction

It was early Spring of 1932 when King Abdul Aziz Ibn Sa’ud decided to send a
delegation to Europe that would travel to the capitals of friendly countries, demonstrating
that his kingdom would extend its diplomatic operations outside of the Middle East. It
would not be until September 22" of the same year that the Kingdom of Najd and Hijaz
and Dependencies would be renamed to Saudi Arabia, a name that was meant to
eliminate the various geographical distinctions of the former title and emphasize the role
of its founder. Before the renaming happened, however, the world would become much
more aware of the existence of the Saudi domain—a kingdom that had first come into
being with the conquest of Riyadh in 1902, and had proceeded to take the Hijaz in 1925.
It eventually incorporated most of the Arabian Peninsula within its borders. Unlike the
majority of the Middle East, it was not a mandate territory that was administered by the
British or another European power. Nevertheless, the British effectively surrounded the
kingdom with their own protectorates and mandates, making them by default highly
influential in Saudi affairs. Yet, they most certainly did not control Ibn Sa’ud nor his
officials’ actions, as much as they tried to do so.

The 1932 Saudi delegation to Europe included the effective Minister of Foreign
Affairs (Fuad Bey Hamza) and Ibn Sa’ud’s son, Amir Faisal. An Italian ocean liner
carried the men from Jedda, through the Suez, across the Mediterranean, arriving in
Rome in late April. From there they experienced the European Spring in full bloom—
making their way to Geneva, Paris, London, The Hague, Berlin, Warsaw, Moscow,
Constantinople, Ankara, Tehran, Baghdad, and finally arriving in Kuwait by July. The

British regarded it as a splendid tour of the Continent, having in the words of Sir Andrew



Ryan in Jedda, surely “cost an impoverished country, or perhaps the King, who is not
quite so poor, a pretty penny.”'

The purpose of the trip certainly was not pleasure, even if there were “one or two
scandalous stories of feminine interest in connection with the Amir’s departure from the
Hejaz.” It was to make the Saudi territory “better known to the entire world,” a goal that
it seemed to have accomplished. Two months before the delegation’s trip, two separate
treaties of friendship and commerce were signed in Jedda between Italy and Ibn Sa’ud. In
May, following the delegation’s visit to Italy, the Italian government transformed their
mission in Jedda into a legation. Following the visit in Paris, on June 24™ a treaty of
friendship was ratified between Saudi Arabia and France, including a most-favored-
nation clause won on the part of France. These developments and a few others were
dismissed as petty and unimportant by Sir Andrew Ryan, but they revealed the
Kingdom’s ability to increase its perceived legitimacy and sovereignty on the world
stage.”

King Ibn Sa’ud’s delegation to Europe and the official establishment of the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia in 1932 was by no means the beginning of an attempt to use recognition
on the international stage as a pathway to solidify the power of the Arab state.
Throughout the previous decade, Ibn Sa’ud and his officials employed the newly
developing language and ideas regarding nationality, nation-states, along with the
bureaucratic trappings that embodied these ideals, to extend the reach of their state

power. Contrary to the story that is usually presented regarding the early formation of

'1932 Saudi Arabia Annual Report, February 26, 1933, Coll 6/19: (Saudi Arabia)
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Saudi Arabia, much more than Wahhabi ideals and tribal warfare led to the nation’s
expansion and consolidation. Though military prowess and raiding could occasionally
provide an instance of a fait accompli for the acquisition of new territories, only the new
language of nationhood and nationality would cement claims of sovereignty over those
territories, and most importantly, their people. For such claims to function, they required
recognition by external players, namely the foremost power in the Persian Gulf: the
British.

This research project examines the tactics used by Ibn Sa’ud and the officials of
the early Saudi State during the years 1922 to 1932—when it existed as the Kingdom of
Najd and eventually the Hijaz—to project sovereignty through institutions like the
passport, operation of consuls abroad, and claiming various populations as subjects. As
has been presented by James Sheehan’s article, sovereignty in this project will be
conceptualized as a “basket of claims” made “by those seeking or wielding power, claims
about the superiority and autonomy of their authority.” Therefore, it is assumed that the
formation of Saudi Arabia was and is intimately tied to the process of revision of
sovereign claims.’

The interwar era was a time of experimentation with concepts of nationality, and for
exporting the concept of nation-states into the territories of the empires defeated in World
War L. Under the auspices of the newly established League of Nations, most of the
Middle East was carved into new mandate territories that would form later nation states.
The mandate territories were very much caught up in the competition between the British

and French; the struggle over defining Middle Eastern borders and nationalities was part

? James Sheehan, “The Problem of Sovereignty in European History,” American
Historical Review, Vol 111 (2006): 3.



and parcel of the competition between Western powers. Other territories like Kuwait and
Bahrain fell under the category of British protectorate rather than mandate. The Najd and
Hijaz, controlled by Ibn Sa’ud, were an anomaly in a region generally governed by
external powers. He was the only Arab sovereign who could truly claim that he ruled
independent of a European overseer.

Although an anomaly in comparison to its neighbors, the Kingdom of Najd and Hijaz
was an early adopter of the practices that helped form the expression of these new ideas
of nations and nationalities in the Middle East and the Persian Gulf. Or, as was just
discussed, it was quick to enter the arena with its particular claims of sovereignty. Unlike
in Iraq, Bahrain, Kuwait, Palestine, and Egypt, where national institutions were
underwritten by the British, the practices used to establish the national sovereignty of
nascent Saudi Arabia were instituted by the local and independent ruling elite.

It is also true that the story of pre-oil Saudi Arabia cannot be unraveled from that of
the British empire. Yet, King Ibn Sa’ud and his officials were far from being British
puppets—in many instances they were the catalysts that forced the British to develop and
articulate various policies in the region regarding national borders, nationality, and the
legal movement of people. This accomplishment was no mere feat, as the British
preferred ambiguity in all cases so that they retained the right to be flexible in their
policies across the Persian Gulf. Uniform treatment was by no means the goal. In many
instances, it worked in British interests for borders to remain porous or national-identity
to stay nebulous and undefined. Though in theory, particularly as a mandate power, they
were supposed to be the imperial overseer for the formation of nascent nation-states in

the Middle East, they often provided the staunchest resistance against full implementation



of border policies or other seemingly regular practices that existed between sovereign
entities.

Additionally, claims of sovereignty were not passively accepted by the peoples
supposedly being claimed. Some of those populations whom Ibn Sa’ud wanted to name
as his subjects, such as the Shi’a Baharna (people of Bahraini descent) residing in al-
Ahsa (also known as Hasa), presented themselves as subjects of other foreign powers like
Bahrain. These counter-claims brought the British squarely into the struggle over Najdi
nationality, as Bahrain was a protectorate of the British Empire. Claiming to be Bahraini
subjects by default meant that the Baharna were demanding the rights of British protected
persons. It was in these intersections of claims of sovereignty and counter-claims of
subjecthood where the constitution of national identities, borders, and sovereignty took
place for the early Saudi state (and other nations in the region). Ibn Sa’ud and his
representatives did not win all these contests, but they won enough to internally
consolidate the territory and populations acquired in the decade’s territorial expansion.
Moreover, Ibn Sa’ud established the right of his nation to behave in the international
arena as an independent sovereign power, meriting all the institutions, legitimacy, and
recognition that came with such a status.

Ultimately, this project finds that the early introduction of the Najdi passport, the
struggle to operate consuls abroad in places like Bahrain and Kuwait, and the attempt to
designate various populations as Najdi subjects, constitute a key component in the
formation of Saudi Arabia and establishment of Saudi sovereignty. It adds another
explanatory dimension, one not often explored, for understanding the history of the Saudi

Kingdom. Moreover, the project shows that the assertiveness of Najdi officials to operate



in the name of a sovereign nation forced the British to more clearly articulate their own
claims, dispensing with their preferred state of ambiguity, and sometimes causing local
officials to establish official British policy on the spot. This combination of British and
Najdi action (and reaction) contributed significantly to the overall form and shape of
national borders, mobility of individuals, and designation of nationality across the Persian
Gulf and in the world writ large. Ibn Sa’ud and his officials were not attempting to enter a
game where the rules were already fully established. Rather, they were part of the fabric
of individuals and forces that came to make sense of a newly forming international

regime of nation-states, nationality, and greater controls on human mobility.

The Formation of Saudi Arabia

The historiography on the formation of the early Saudi state is not lacking, though it
is certainly not as extensive as the scholarly attention focused on post-oil Saudi Arabia.
Works that do address the pre-oil years coalesce around four key explanatory themes: the
individual character and competence of Ibn Sa’ud, the impact of the British in the Persian
Gulf, Wahhabi revivalism, and tribal rivalries and conflicts that characterized the Arabian
Peninsula. Abdul Aziz’s personal abilities and traits are generally emphasized, though
some authors like Al-Rasheed intentionally move away from individualist approaches to
history.

None of the older or more recent scholarly works argue that Ibn Sa’ud was truly a
devout Wahhabi who was primarily motivated to expand his power in the name of mass
conversion. The Ikhwan were another story. They were Ibn Sa’ud’s religiously motivated

followers who were recruited after the first decade of his conquest of central Arabia.



Operating under the concepts of strict Wahhabi Islam and “brotherhood,” they left their
Bedouin lifestyles and founded various exclusive Aijras (settlements) throughout Najd.
Ibn Sa’ud encouraged them to settle by providing supplies, money, and other amenities to
help the Aijras thrive. Rather than raiding for only material gains, the Zkhwan directed
their war efforts against those who did not espouse their way of life: so-called polytheists.
They followed the leadership of Ibn Sa’ud, providing him a constant body of men that he
could summon as a fighting force.

The Ikhwan, or at least their top leadership, were most certainly inspired to achieve
the goal of mass conversion to Wahhabi ideology, but not necessarily Ibn Sa’ud himself.
It is possible that he encouraged their religious zeal for pragmatic purposes, though he
was not able to maintain full control over them. In fact, from 1927 into the beginning of
1930, the Zkhwan actually rebelled against their king, but were ultimately subdued.
Nevertheless, Wahhabism and the /khwan were powerful forces at al-Sa’ud’s side,
whether he was a true devotee of the sect or not, requiring that any explanation of Saudi
state formation put forward a stance on the impact of their role.

Unsurprisingly, the theme present in all the works is the role of the British, though
each history varies in its emphasis on the British impact. While there is little question that
the British were hugely important, their role is even more pronounced in that almost all of
the accessible, contemporary, primary sources originate from them. All of the available
correspondence from Ibn Sa’ud himself was with the British officials in the area and only
addressed his concerns that intersected with those of the British empire, creating a bias in

the historical record. It is no surprise therefore, that almost all historical analysis,



including this research project, are reliant on primary sources that cannot escape British
imperial influence.

Stating that the British influenced the region is straight forward enough, but
navigating the complexity of colonial governance, diplomatic history, and bureaucratic
struggles initially appears an impossible task. However, Briton Cooper Busch’s two-part
series on the British in the Persian Gulf thoroughly covers the first two decades of the
twentieth century.® Piecing together the extensive correspondence from the various
British agencies in the Persian Gulf, he details the multitude of motivations and struggles
of British officials in the grander scheme of imperial foreign policy. His work particularly
highlights the struggle and disagreements between the Government of India and the
Foreign Office in London.

With respect to the beginnings of Saudi Arabia specifically, Joseph Kostiner’s 7he
Making of Saudi Arabia 1916-1936 is thoroughly detailed in its account of Ibn Sa’ud’s
battles, political maneuvering, tribal rivalries, and eventual victories over Ha’il and the
Hijaz. He argues that success of the Saudi State cannot be attributed to the Wahhabi
movement alone as this was not the driving force behind Ibn Sa’ud’s entry into various
battles. According to Kostiner, the rise of the new state was rooted in the changes to the
strategic and economic topography of the Arabian Peninsula due to extensive regional
interference from the Great Powers. In response to these changes, Ibn Sa’ud’s newly

acquired domain evolved from the typical “chieftaincy” to a new “monarchial state”

* See Briton Cooper Busch, Britain and the Persian Gulf: 1894-1914 (Berkley:
University of California Press, 1967) and Britain India, and the Arabs: 1914-1921
(Berkley: University of California Press, 1971).



characterized by three key attributes: a strong central state that superseded other
allegiances, basic social cohesion, and acknowledged territory.’

Kostiner also paints a picture of haphazard and contradictory British policies (the
strongest of the Great Powers), pointing out that they often undercut themselves or had
no coherent endgame. The Arab Bureau in Cairo had a much different approach to Ibn
Sa’ud than the officials working for the Government of India, both of whom vied for
control in the area. Therefore, while Britain may have been the primary cause for shifts in
regional economics and power, and while Ibn Sa’ud actively sought to bring himself into
the British orbit, Britain was not always a direct and conscious driver of ultimate form
and shape of the new state.® In Kostiner’s rendering of the inter-war period, Great Britain
took on the force of a natural phenomenon which caused change, bringing forth new
opportunities and constraints, but ultimately left room for actors to decide how to respond
to that change.

The Making of Saudi Arabia suggests that the motivation that guided Ibn Sa’ud
through this new regional dynamic was tribal rivalries, primarily with the Hashemites,
but also with the various tribes like the ‘Ujman and the Shammar who gave their
allegiances to Ibn Rashid (Ibn Sa’ud’s rival) and/or Kuwait. Each confrontation and
eventual victory was the result of a specific rivalry that took precedence in the moment.
While it may have appeared that Ibn Sa’ud had an expansionist project, according to

Kostiner, his battles were not part of a grand plan to extend the domains of the Najdi

> Joseph Kostiner, The Making of Saudi Arabia 1916-1936: From Chieftaincy to
Monarchical State (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 6.
6 .
Ibid., 7-8.



state. Such expansion was ultimately a side effect of addressing and overcoming each
individual rivalry.’

Somewhat different than Joseph Kostiner, Jacob Goldberg’s The Foreign Policy of
Saudi Arabia takes an individualist approach to explain the development of Saudi Arabia
rather than paying attention to greater structural factors. That is, he focuses on the
competence, statesmanship, and foresight of Ibn Sa’ud in order to create a history of
Saudi foreign policy. Highlighting the leader’s formative childhood in Kuwait under the
tutelage of Sheikh Mubarak, Goldberg discusses how Ibn Sa’ud would have observed the
Kuwaiti ruler courting both the British and the Ottomans and even playing them against
one another to the advantage of Kuwait.® Goldberg also argues that Saudi foreign policy
in this timeframe differed than the approaches used by the previous two Saudi states (a
Wahhabi, expansionist approach). Ibn Sa’ud was ultimately a pragmatist and successful
practitioner of realpolitik in the field of foreign relations. He understood the importance
of European allies and their associated military power. He was not blindly guided by
Wahhabi religious ideals and often thwarted them to benefit his new realm.

Askar El-Anazy, a researcher based out of Riyadh, takes the opposite approach in The
Creation of Saudi Arabia, dismissing almost all historical agency on the part of Ibn
Sa’ud. El-Anazy targets British foreign policy in Persian Gulf as the absolute cause
behind not only the creation but the ultimate shape of Saudi Arabia. He evaluates the
British presence as more constraining and influential on the outcome of the Saudi state

than any other historian. In his understanding, Ibn Sa’ud was a British pawn more than

7 .
Ibid., 45.
8 Jacob Goldberg, The Foreign Policy of Saudi Arabia: The Formative Years,
1902-1918 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986), 5.
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anything, with little ability to act other than he did. His expansion was encouraged,
allowed, and sometimes even forced by the British to facilitate the annexation of
Palestine. “As the end result, Ibn Saud came into possession of a territorial state with
borders not of his own choosing, which, subsequent with minor changes, constituted the

"% El-Anazy asserts

permanent political boundary of the present kingdom of Saudi Arabia.
that Ibn Saud himself had very little if no political ambition to expand his lands.
Ultimately, he expanded as a result of defense and protectionism, and at the behest of the
very cognizant and organized British. In other words, he dismisses portrayals of the
British as unorganized or haphazard in their policies.

Robert Vitalis’ recent work, America’s Kingdom, spends a chapter addressing pre-oil
Saudi Arabia and the role the British played before America inherited it. He points out
that Ibn Sa’ud actively pledged his allegiance to Britain in 1915, at the same time when
“other colonized peoples were advancing claims to the right of national self-

. . 1 0
determination.”

Vitalis also argues that while Najd was not an official protectorate or
mandate, it was not necessary that it be so for Britain to exert considerable influence on
the region as it controlled almost all of the territory outside of Najdi borders. Thus, he
emphasizes the British influence in the region but also acknowledges that Ibn Sa’ud
himself sought their greater involvement in his affairs. Ibn Sa’ud well understood that he

needed them to accomplish the majority of his goals, in spite of the fact that their

interests often work against him.

? Askar H. al-Enazy, The Creation of Saudi Arabia: Ibn Saud and British Imperial
Policy, 1914-1927 (Routledge: New York, 2010), 2.

10 Robert Vitalis, America’s Kingdom: Mythmaking on the Saudi Oil Frontier
(London: Verso, 2009), 5.
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Toby Jones focuses on a similar timeframe to Robert Vitalis (primarily the post-oil
years). He does, however, emphasize that the initial creation and expansion of the Saudi
state was carried out through aggressive imperialist and religious designs. That is,
contrary to Kostiner’s claims, Ibn Sa’ud was unquestioningly religious, expansionist and
imperialist. As a result of Ibn Sa’ud’s aggressive policies, the Najdi (and later Hijazi)
population were generally a “weak polity” which had little social cohesion or allegiance
to the state (also in contrast to Kostiner’s claim of social cohesion). According to Jones, a
“weak polity” produced further problems such as the rebellious khwan. It was ultimately
through controlling environmental resources, namely water and oil, that gave the regime
a stronger hold on political power.'' While Jones’ argument covers a timeframe that is
generally later than this research project, he does contend that there was very little ability
for Ibn Sa’ud to makes claims of sovereignty on his nominal subjects until he had a better
monopoly on environmental resources.

In his article “Islam and Loyalty in the Saudi Hijaz,” William Ochsenwald argues that
Islam, though not particularly Wahhabism, was quite relevant to the general cohesion of
the early Saudi state. He mentions that while Wahhabism was in many cases divisive
when it came to the incorporation of the Hijaz into the Saudi domain, Islam in general
proved to be a useful tool for bringing the Hijazis into the fold of the state. Regulation
and administration of the Hajj, including issuing government licenses for the service
sector, was one means to accomplish integration and accentuate overall Muslim unity.

Therefore, while Wahhabism was not in itself a uniting force, Islam generally helped

"' Toby Craig Jones, Desert Kingdom: How Qil and Water Forged Modern Saudi
Arabia (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010), 7-8.
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integrate the Hijaz into the overall state, often through secular regulation of the Hajj'* and
through secular definitions of nationality. His argument could be further elaborated by
expanding research into the role of these secular state apparatuses, such as the issuing of
licenses, to highlight various claims of sovereignty made by the state.

Not all historians of the period focus on the trials and tribulations of Ibn Sa’ud and
the tribal leaders who lent him their loyalty and support. Anthony Toth evaluates the
development of the Saudi state from the perspective of the Bedouin whose way of life
was drastically affected by policies in the region, including those of Ibn Sa’ud. For
example, the Najdi blockade of Kuwait, which started in 1921, restricted the movement
of several tribes who for decades had traveled between Kuwait, Najd, and Iraq for trade,
pasturing of animals, and other reasons. In the case of the Najd-Kuwait blockade, these
Bedouin tribes were ultimately caught in the middle of a power struggle between Ibn
Sa’ud and the al-Sabah family. According to Toth, Ibn Sa’ud hoped that his claims on
tribes and people would lead to a legitimate claim on their lands and assets."” His
argument fits well within the framework of this research project, demonstrating the
importance of the ability to claim sovereignty over people, extract taxes from them, and
control their movement.

Madawi al-Rasheed’s 4 History of Saudi Arabia, argues for a different blend of key
factors that drove the establishment of the Saudi state. Rasheed, the granddaughter of Ibn

Sa’ud’s rival of the same name, works to move away from an individualist approach,

"2 William Ochsenwald, “Islam and Loyalty in the Saudi Hijaz, 1926-1939,” Die
Welt des Islams, New Series, Vol. 47, Issue 1 (2007): 11.

"> Anthony B. Toth, “Tribes and Tribulations: Bedouin Losses in the Saudi and
Iraqi Struggles over Kuwait’s Frontiers, 1921-1943, British Journal of Middle Eastern
Studies, Vol. 32, No. 2 (2005): 149.
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namely one that focuses only on the actions as abilities of Ibn Sa’ud, and analyzes greater
historical and societal trends. Like Vitalis, she accentuates the role of the British in the
region, acknowledging that although Saudi Arabia may not have been a mandate or
colony, it was part of an entire region that fell into one of these categories or another.
Taking a slightly different tack, she emphasizes that pre-oil Saudi Arabia had little
infrastructure or functioning of a state. It continued to operate as an “amirate” where the
leader maintained loyalty through handouts and redistribution of resources—basically
patrimonialism. “The consolidation of the Sa’udi state during this early period was not
dependent on ‘institutions,’ ‘bureaucracies,’” and ‘administration’ (as there were none),”
she writes, “but a function of informal social and cultural mechanisms, specific to the
Arabian Peninsula.”'* She therefore gives state institutions very minimal credit,
ultimately arguing that there really were none.

Finally, Nelida Fuccaro’s recent work incorporates the importance of nationality and
identity politics during this moment in history. Mentioning the relatively early printing of
the Najdi passport, she states that this time period saw “the fixing of boundary lines, the
enforcement of new ideas of territorial sovereignty and the issue of passports.”'® Of
course, these tools were part of and endorsed by the British. The British were deeply
involved in the parsing out of boundaries and claims of sovereignty over Ibn Sa’ud’s
nominal subjects who were resident in Bahrain, particularly Shi’i. Fuccaro also explores

the power of Abdul Aziz al-Qusaybi in particular, a wealthy merchant who was based out

' Madawi al-Rasheed, 4 History of Saudi Arabia, Second Edition (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2010), 9.

!5 Nelida Fuccaro, “Between Imara, Empire and Oil: Saudis in Frontier Society of
the Persian Gulf,” in Kingdom Without Borders: Saudi Arabia’s Political, Religious, and
Media Frontiers, ed. Madawi al-Rasheed (London: Hurst, 2008), 52.
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of Manama and frequently attempted to assume a consular role in the name of Ibn Sa’ud.
According to Fuccaro, a closer look at the al-Qusaybi family leads the historian to
understanding how merchants and elites played a significant role in the creation of
boundaries, both territorial and in terms of nationality. Her work intersects substantially
with this research project, but it stops short of fully investigating the impact of passports,
identity papers, and nationality laws.

With the exception of Fuccaro, Ochsenwald, and Toth, the majority of historiography
about the formation of the Saudi state ignores or dismisses state institutions, bureaucracy,
and claims of sovereignty made by the state over people. Some historians, such as
Madawi al-Rasheed, argue that no such institutions of this nature truly existed before the
discovery of oil in Saudi Arabia. However, this research project takes a different
approach, looking at the expansion of the early Saudi state through the claims of
sovereignty made on people and through bureaucratic institutions and occasionally,
diplomatic intrigue. Therefore, expansion of the state was not simply about physical
borders, but struggling to define who (often still through the framework of tribes)
belonged to Najd and later the Hijaz, regardless of where they may have physically
resided.

These claims on people were made through the same language and procedures that
were being established throughout the region and the world. That is, they were made
through the use of passports, identity documents, and nationality laws so they would be
regarded as legitimate by the major power and political arbiter of the region: the British.
Often contests over nationality and the right to designate peoples as one nationality or

another was highly contested by the British and/or the people themselves. In some cases,
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such as that of the Bahara residing in al-Ahsa, people would try to declare themselves as
subjects of one state (like Bahrain), sending petitions to other rulers and the British to be
acknowledged, only to have Ibn Sa’ud refuse to acknowledge any sovereignty over them
aside from his own. Yet, Ibn Sa’ud knew that he could only push the British so far, and
that they were ultimately the “international community” who would declare passports,
nationalities, or even consuls to be legitimate. Therefore, this project greatly
acknowledges the role of the British, but it also looks at the formation of Saudi Arabia
(and ultimately the entire region) through the newly developing means to claim

sovereignty over people and the right to regulate their movement.
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Chapter 2: Initial Dealings with Najdi Travel: The Passport

Najdi passports first appear in the official records as a topic of inconvenience for
British officials in Bahrain and the Persian Gulf. The problem was not that of the passport
per say. From the perspective of the British, it was all well and good that the Sultan
should look to regulate and document the movement of his people. Such bureaucratic
institutions were becoming more permanent and common-place after World War 1.'® The
problem was the fact that Ibn Sa’ud wished to have passports issued to his subjects
residing outside of his official domains rather than having them return to Najd to have
them issued. Should the Sultan of Najd allow his agents to issue passports abroad,
particularly in Bahrain, his agents would be performing the function of consul. The idea
that anyone other than the British might act as a consul in Bahrain was unacceptable for
the officials, and the British government in general. The British had a long-standing
agreement with the ruler of Bahrain that no foreign consuls (aside from the British Agent
who acted in such a capacity) be allowed to operate. This agreement ensured that Bahrain
remained the exclusive political territory of the British and that their interests prevailed.
No foreign consuls, such as the French or the Persians, could operate independently.
Allowing another entity, such as Ibn Sa’ud, to have agents acting in a consular capacity
would jeopardize the British position vis-a-vis other foreign powers.

Just as the initial kerfuffle caused by the appearance of Najdi passports cropped up in

Bahrain, another situation involving Najdis on travel appeared in Damascus. Of course,

' John Torpey, “The Great War and the Birth of the Modern Passport System,” in
Documenting Individual Identity: The Development of State Practices in the Modern
World, ed. Jane Caplan and John Torpey (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001),
256-257.
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in the context of Syria, the British were not the mandate power and could not overtly
exclude the operation of foreign consuls (especially since they themselves were “foreign
consuls” in this situation). Palmer, the British Consul in Damascus, wrote to the Civil
Secretary of the Government House in Baghdad to explain actions he had taken of his
own accord with respect to Najdis resident in Syria who wished to travel. According to
Palmer, Najdis who applied for a French /laissez-passer were either turned down or
“unconscionably delayed.” In November of 1922, Ibn Sa’ud’s agent in Damascus, Fosan
es-Sabij, brought a Najdi who was facing this obstacle to Palmer. The British Consul
then, of his own initiative, devised Najdi nationality papers that were in exact appearance
to nationality papers issued in the British mandates of Palestine and Iraq. The carried the
seal of both Ibn Sa’ud’s agent in Damascus and were countersigned by Palmer.
Moreover, those Najdis issued these nationality papers would be noted down in a “special
book” that would not categorize them as “protected persons,” but would suggest that they
were entitled to the “good offices” of the British Consulate. According to Palmer, had he
refused to deal with Fosan and this particular (unnamed) Najdi, Ibn Sa’ud’s agent might
have “gone over” the French. “But now he and all Nejdians will regard this Consulate
and not the French Delegation as their ultimate resource. In fact, many Nejidians,”
Palmer mused, would no longer go to the French delegation at all.'’

Though he had helped Najdi interests, Palmer was also aware that he needed to define

the status of Ibn Sa’ud’s agent in Damascus in some way that would make him a

dependent of the British; Fosan es Sabij could not be seen as acting as a full-fledged

'7 From British Consul, Damascus to The Civil Secretary, Government House,
Baghdad (E 1733/1620/91), December 28, 1922, File 61/9 (D 109) Nejd Passports,
IOR/R/15/1/562, QDL.
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consul. Quoting a letter from the Sultan of Najd himself, Palmer relayed that he had been
asked to keep his eye on Fosan and to “give him advice which he cannot do without.”
Therefore, nationality papers that were countersigned by the British would ensure that
Fosan was “a sort of Najdian Dragoman” attached to the British Consulate rather “than an
independent Consul of Najd.”'® The issue of legitimate Najdi passports had not yet
appeared in Syria, and the British were able to use an assertion of Najdi sovereignty to
further their control over the movement of Ibn Sa’ud’s subjects across the region. While
the situation was already complicated, the introduction of a passport would make it even
more so.

Ultimately, the introduction of the Najdi passport would force the British to better
define their position regarding travel, borders, and the status of Ibn Sa’ud’s subjects. The
British almost always fought to keep matters nebulous because clarity would inevitably
lessen their position and power. Most often this situation was the case because the British
could not explicitly state (outside of their internal communications) what they actually
wanted to be the case: control of Najdi subjects without the requirement to provide
protections. Therefore, forcing the British to come to terms with their own policies and to

openly clarify them allowed Ibn Sa’ud to strengthen his independence from them.

Enter the Passport

On December 7, 1922, the first flurry of British correspondence involving the new
Najdi passport ensued. Major Daly, the Political Agent in Bahrain, wrote to his superior,

Colonel Arthur Trevor, the Political Resident in Bushire, that a certain Abdullah al-

" 1bid.
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Qusaybi (Ibn Sa’ud’s infamous? agent in Bahrain) had shown him a printed Najd
passport which al-Qusaybi intended to issue to Najdi subjects who were leaving Bahrain.
Daly also relayed that al-Qusaybi mentioned that he was following such instructions in
accordance with the wishes of the Sultan of Najd and the High Commissioner of
Baghdad, Sir Percy Cox.'” This idea, Daly’s tone suggested, must certainly be incorrect
since Cox, the superior of both Daly and Trevor, would have never intended for Najdi
agents to be able to act in the capacity as consuls. Trevor, quickly replied to Daly’s initial
telegram, stating that Najdi passports should not be issued outside of Ibn Sa’ud’s
territories. Likewise, he immediately forwarded the telegram to Cox himself, asking for
further guidance and clarification. More pointedly, Trevor mused that perhaps Daly
should ask Ibn Sa’ud if he still desires Najdi subjects to fall under British protection,
suggesting that such protections could obviously be withdrawn if the Sultan took to
behaving far too independently.” Trevor later retracted this idea, saying that the British
should probably continue to honor Ibn Sa’ud’s former requests for protection of his
subjects.?! It was another few weeks before Percy Cox responded to Trevor’s message.
He too agreed that there would likely be issues with Najdi passports being issued by a
Najdi agent in Bahrain, ending any speculation that he had ever intentionally consented to
such an idea.”* After receiving guidance from both Cox and Trevor, Daly formulated a

letter directly to Ibn Sa’ud, carefully stating the British position.

¥ From Political Agent Bahrain, to Political Resident, Bushire (No. 142/C),
December 7, 1922, File 61/9 (D 109) Nejd Passports, IOR/R/15/1/562, ODL.

%% From Political Resident Bushire, to Political Agent Bahrain (No. 1974),
December 9, 1922, File 61/9 (D 109) Nejd Passports, IOR/R/15/1/562, ODL.

*! From Political Resident Bushire, to High Commissioner, Baghdad (No. 2047),
December 20, 1922, File 61/9 (D 109) Nejd Passports, IOR/R/15/1/562, ODL.

*? From High Commissioner Baghdad to Political Resident Bushire (No. 895-S),
December 30, 1922, File 61/9 (D 109) Nejd Passports, IOR/R/15/1/562, ODL.
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It was January 12, 1923 when Major Daly sent his letter to the Sultan. His words were
polite but direct. As the British government had an agreement with the Sheikh of Bahrain
that no foreign consuls (aside from the British Agent) were permitted in Bahrain, it would
not be possible for any Najdi representative to issue passports within Bahrain itself. Such
actions would elevate the Najdi agent to the status of consul, and before long, other
governments would be requesting the same permissions (such as Iraq and Persia).”’
Echoing the words of his superiors, he urged that all Najdi passport issuance occur within
Najdi territories, reminding the Ibn Sa’ud that this action also did not prevent Najdi
subjects resident in Bahrain from having to see the Political Agent upon entry, since they
would still require a British visa. Moreover, this visa could only be given in Bahrain itself
since there existed no British consul in Najdi territories.

That same day, before he would have received Major Daly’s letter, Ibn Sa’ud
dispatched a letter to the Political Resident at Bushire, including a sample copy of his
newly printed Najdi passports. Invoking Percy Cox and the British High government, he
wrote that he had approval to put his passport into full operation for his subjects traveling
abroad. He would be the first Persian Gulf ruler to mandate the use of an official passport
for international travel. Though the Government of India (GOI) had instituted mandatory
passports for travel for British Indians in 1917, no such rules were in effect for British
mandates and protectorates inside the Persian Gulf.** Ibn Sa’ud was leading the charge

in the region.

> From Political Agent Bahrain, to Sultan of Najd. January 12, 1923, File 61/9 (D
109) Nejd Passports, IOR/R/15/1/562, ODL.

** Radhika Singha, “The Great War and a ‘Proper’ Passport for the Colony:
Border-Crossing in British India, c. 1882-1922,” The Indian Economic and Social
History Review 50, 3 (2013), 305.
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Moreover, it would still be another three years before Ibn Sa’ud would institute his
first nationality law, that of 1926, which only addressed the then newly acquired Hijaz.
Having managed to expel the Hashemite rulers of the Hijaz, he used the nationality law to
establish his hegemony over the region and his new subjects. The Najd itself was
unquestionably under the control of Ibn Sa’ud and not in immediate need of a nationality
law. The Najd would only be covered in the later nationality law of 1931, just one year
before the official founding of Saudi Arabia. The 1938 nationality regulation would be
the first nationality law that included inhabitants of both territories under the designation
of Saudi.

Why then, did Ibn Sa’ud move forward so rapidly with the issuance of Najdi
passports, nine years before the promulgation of a Najd specific nationality law? His
actions clearly caught the British on the back-foot, bewildering them as he raced ahead
into enmesh the Sultanate of Najd into the new regional and international order. His
actions were not only an attempt to project Najdi sovereignty over his subjects
internationally, they were also an impetus that forced the British to define with greater
precision their regional policies on passports, borders, and movement of peoples.
Moreover, the British were made to confront these issues when, from their perspective, it
would have been more beneficial to leave these policies vague, flexible, and haphazardly
followed.

It is unlikely that Ibn Sa’ud decided to issue passports for his domains outside of the
context of the British. Perhaps taking a cue from them, since they were using nationality
papers to establish their sovereignty over movement of Bahraini and Indian subjects in

the Persian Gulf, he decided to project his sovereignty by similar means. Spheres of
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influence and borders in the region were still up for debate, particularly what would
ultimately fall under the control of Ibn Sa’ud. Issuing a passport was another means for
the sultan to enter the debate in a means that had to be regarded as legitimate (as opposed
to cross-border raiding). While he did catch the British officials in the area by surprise,
mainly as a result of his wish to issue passports outside of his own domains, he was not
proceeding with any sort of activity that would or could seem abnormal to the imperial
officials. In fact, he used the name of Sir Percy Cox and the British High Government to
add legitimacy to his actions. In essence, he was making an appeal to the British
themselves, as the supreme powers in the region, to bless his new bureaucratic venture. It
is for this reason that Ibn Sa’ud’s actions can never be fully detached from the matrix of
British regional (and global) power. However, he was certainly not moving forward as a
mere British puppet or stooge. Rather, Ibn Sa’ud took it upon himself to assert the
sovereignty of his domains in a context that the British would both respect and
understand, even if begrudgingly so. In other words, he was playing their game with their
tactics and game pieces.

Ibn Sa’ud responded to Daly’s letter of concerns within a month. His reply
accomplished two results. It illustrated the sultan’s considerations regarding his subjects
abroad and it also forced the British to clarify finer, perhaps uncomfortable, points in
their imperial and regional policy. It is likely that the British did not have to fully come to
terms with their own policies until this moment. In his letter, Ibn Sa’ud wrote that if he
were unable to issue passports abroad he would ultimately interfere with the trade of his
subjects residing in Bahrain. He also asked for clarification regarding his subjects who

might travel directly from Najd to other places aside from Bahrain, adding further
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complication to the matter. “What will then be the position of travelers who do not go via
Bahrain such as those who go by sailing boats?” Ibn Sa’ud wrote. “Would they have to
go out of their way and delay their journey to the detriment of their trade, etc.? As to
those who pass through Bahrain, there would be no objection to having their passports
viséed, if as Major Daly says, that is the usual custom in all countries™* he ended, on a
somewhat skeptical note about what was being voiced as normal procedure. The Sultan’s
questions posed the primary problem as inconvenience for his subjects and the success of
their trade. In other words, Najdi passports were relevant to Najdi subjects who were
engaged in trade and financial matters—they served to claim those engaged in commerce
as Najdi. Moreover, Ibn Sa’ud’s statements forced the British to explain how travel
regulations worked in the Persian Gulf as a whole.

It was Daly who first articulated the British mindset regarding travel in the Persian
Gulf, the body of water almost exclusively under his imperial government’s control.
According to Daly, those Najdis who traveled on sailing boats fell outside the purview of
official regulation. Individuals traveling by such means “will almost always be
proceeding to such places as the Trucial coast, Kuwait etc. where there is no passport
system and such passengers need not come to Bahrain for vise.””® For the British, it
would be much easier to not regulate the smaller, more elusive, travel carried out onboard
all other craft aside from steamers. In any case, the British imagined that such passengers

would be traveling to and from destinations that were outside of the interests of the

%> From the Sultan of Najd to Sir Percy Cox (via Political Agent in Bahrain),
February 19, 1923, File 61/9 (D 109) Nejd Passports, IOR/R/15/1/562, ODL.

*® Proposed reply to Sultan of Najd from Political Agent, Bahrain, February 19,
1923, File 61/9 (D 109) Nejd Passports, IOR/R/15/1/562, ODL.
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British to regulate. National borders and the institutions that constituted them (such as
passports) only counted when the British desired them to count.

As can be expected, Ibn Sa’ud’s next reply complicated the matters even further,
much to Major Daly’s frustration. He remarked again that many of his subjects do in fact
travel by sail, even to such places as Iraq and Persia, domains that required a visa at least
in theory. A mandatory stop in Bahrain for a British sanctioned visa would be a great
hardship for them, as he had previously mentioned. However, Ibn Sa’ud saw no problem
with the British Agent vising the passports of Najdis who happened to be traveling
through Bahrain, provided that the Sultan’s own agent was present when the visa was
given.”” Aside from dealing with the continuing struggle over Ibn Sa’ud’s agent, al-
Qusaybi, acting in the capacity of a consul, Daly was again confronted with the murky
dilemma of defining when or when not a visa would be needed to travel in the Persian
Gulf writ large.

Major Daly forwarded Ibn Sa’ud’s letter to Colonel Trevor in Bushire, in addition to
a letter of his own, expressing his exasperation with the matter. “It would appear that the
Sultan does not realize, that the fact that he has issued a passport, does not necessarily
freely admit the holder into the country he proposes to visit” Daly begins his letter,
arguing that Ibn Sa’ud did not have a basic understanding of the passport system as a
whole. But the situation was certainly not as basic as Daly initially made it out to be. In
the same letter he expressed a much more confusing conundrum, remarking that it would
be “contrary to practice, for any passports to be accepted, in India for instance, without

any vise by a British Official. It is possible, that the Iraq Government may be willing to

T Letter from Ibn Sa’ud to Political Agent, Bahrain, March 30, 1923, File 61/9 (D
109) Nejd Passports, IOR/R/15/1/562, ODL.
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accept Bin Saud’s passports direct, without visé, for they too have no consul in Najd,”
unless the Political agents in Bahrain and Kuwait were to take care of it on their behalf.
However, “in this matter also, it might perhaps be as well to bear in mind possible
developments in the future and to retain the customary right of vise on behalf of the Iraq
Government, for it might be difficult to introduce it later should necessity arise” Daly
finished his thought.*®

Therefore, the British not only had to untangle the preferred appearance of the
passport system now, but also keep in mind that the political situation was destined to
change over time. At some point in the future, it was expected that Britain would no
longer be playing the role of mandate power in Iraq and Palestine. They would need to
hand over a coherent system to these new nations that respected national boundaries and
institutions, not a system that cut corners because the British happened to control the
entire area in some form or another.

The British did not want to be forced to express a detailed policy on the nature of the
passport system and visas. They preferred that the rules guiding such a system remain
murky and unestablished. The British officials simply wanted Ibn Sa’ud to agree that no
Najdi agent would issue passports outside of Najdi domains—this way they could
continue to exclude other foreign entities from attempting to act as consuls in British
protectorates like Bahrain. Lieutenant Colonel Knox, acting as the Political Resident in
Bushire, finally appealed to the man who everyone considered to have the most sway and
influence over Ibn Sa’ud: Sir Percy Cox. “As you will see, we are no further on now than

we were at the beginning; and indeed, a correspondence of this sort might go on almost

8 From Political Agent, Bahrain to Political Resident, Bushire (44/C), April 8,
1923, File 61/9 (D 109) Nejd Passports, IOR/R/15/1/562, ODL.
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indefinitely; as fast as Daly produces his arguments Bin Saud will knock them down or
ignore them, and propound fresh conundrums,” he wrote to Cox. Knox continued his
argument by suggesting that Ibn Sa’ud’s actions were detrimental to himself as it would
surely lead to more “Persian intrigue” and “Shi’i influence” in the region. The Persians
would certainly not be willing to hold back if they saw that Najd was allowed to have a
consul operating in Bahrain. “For every reason, therefore,” Knox wrote in his final
paragraph, “it seems desirable that Bin Saud should be made to realize the position into
which he is drifting; that sophistries and arguments about details should be brushed aside,
and a direct appeal made to his reason on the main issue.”* It was important for the
British to bring Ibn Sa’ud in line with their own views about the order in the Persian
Gulf. Unfortunately for Knox, Percy Cox had already departed from his posting, replaced
by Henry Dobbs, and would not be able to immediately intervene in the situation.™

Unsurprisingly, in May of the same year it was Ibn Sa’ud who broached the matter of
Najdi passports again, this time with Lieutenant Colonel Knox. On this occasion, the
Sultan of Najd mentioned that his relative and “special adherent,” a man named Saiyed
Hashim, was en route to Bushire to meet with the Political Resident for an interview. He
hoped that at the interview, Knox and Saiyed Hashim could discuss the matter of
passports.’’ The meeting proved to be somewhat fruitful in that Knox was ultimately able
to acquire an agreement from Ibn Sa’ud (after he received word from his envoy) about

how to issue passports to Najdi subjects living in Bahrain. They would be distributed by

*° From Political Resident, Bushire to the High Commissioner for Iraq (184-S),
April 17, 1923, File 61/9 (D 109) Nejd Passports, IOR/R/15/1/562, ODL.

%% From High Commissioner, Iraq to Political Resident, Bushire (No. 440), May 3,
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*! From The Sultan of Najd to Political Resident, Bushire, May 22, 1923, File
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the Political Agent in Bahrain, having already been countersigned by Ibn Sa’ud. In the
future, all Najdi passports would need to be acquired in Najd itself. Furthermore, a
British visa would be required for Bahrain or any other British territory, just as it was
required for any foreigner entering Bahrain. But Najdis would not need to travel through
Bahrain if they were directly traveling to a location that was unaffiliated with the
British.** It seemed, for a brief moment, that some of the more intricate questions

regarding required visas could be left unanswered.

Internal British Wrangling

Perhaps unsurprisingly, it was the British themselves who reopened the line of
questioning regarding visas and Najdi passports, this time at a much higher level: the
Foreign Office and the India Office. The Foreign Office oversaw the administration of
the mandates, as well general consular functions. The India Office had responsibilities
over the protectorates like Bahrain and Kuwait, as well oversight for the Persian Gulf
writ large. In many instances, the dealings of these two offices intersected, such as
relations and borders between Iraq and Kuwait. However, the officials in these two
offices did not always see eye-to-eye on certain matters, such as movement of tribes over
nominal borders, or the exact details surrounding the treatment “British protected
persons.” Ibn Sa’ud actions were yet another impetus to bring this internal British
discussion about borders, identity papers, and the movement of peoples to the forefront.

The first question asked revolved around how a Najdi subject would acquire a British

visa if they traveled directly from Najd to Iraq or India without stopping in either Bahrain

2 From Political Resident, Bushire to Secretary of State for the Colonies, London
(No. 488), September 7, 1923, File 61/9 (D 109) Nejd Passports, IOR/R/15/1/562, ODL.
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or Kuwait. According to the officials working in the Gulf, like Daly and Knox, this
question was a non-issue in that they believed (as Daly had written to Ibn Sa’ud) that no
Najdi could or would travel directly from Najd to Iraq or India without stopping in
Bahrain or Kuwait. The fact that Ibn Sa’ud suggested otherwise was never mentioned to
the upper chain of command.

The next question involved the specific wording a British consular officer should use
to endorse and/or vise the Najdi passports or identity papers.’® That is, Najdi passports
were not acceptable in and of their own accord, they must also be countersigned by a
British official to be “legitimate.” This countersigning was totally separate from “vising”
a passport and was to include a statement that the bearer was extended “the good offices
of His Britannic Majesty’s Consul.” The reasoning behind the wording of this
countersignature was best articulated in a letter from the Foreign Office to Knox and was
very similar to the statement made in 1922 by Palmer, the British Consul in Damascus.
The verbiage preserved a murky middle ground that avoided “any promise of assistance”
but ensured that “some latitude may be given to British authorities in other places in
dealing with Najdian subjects according to their discretion.” Most importantly, “while it
is not desired to include these persons within the strict category of British protected
persons,” the British also did not wish for any other European power to “assume charge
of them when they are traveling outside their own country.”* While bearing a Najdi
passport did not officially ensure British protection, it allowed British officials to become

more or less involved in assisting an individual Najdi who was traveling in lands under

3 From Foreign Office, to Political Resident Bushire (No. 413), November 13,
1923, File 61/9 (D 109) Nejd Passports, IOR/R/15/1/562, ODL.
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varying levels of British control. Furthermore, if Ibn Sa’ud was not able to project his
sovereign power over his subjects outside of his domains (a situation exacerbated by the
British themselves), then the British would eagerly fill in the gap before anyone else. In
effect, they could control Ibn Sa’ud’s subjects “on the cheap,” without being obligated to
provide full protections in uncomfortable situations.

The Najdi passport also opened a discussion at higher levels of British Government
that centered around the “porousness” or “officialness” of “national” borders. The British
encountered a serious challenge in trying to establish previously nonexistent borders in
the Middle East, particularly when it came to seasonal tribal movements. In some cases,
such as those officials who worked in the Frontier Districts Administration of Sinai, the
British actually benefited from the porousness of borders and the efficiency of Bedouin
networks. Bedouins provided good intelligence on the interior of the Arabian Peninsula
that would have been otherwise inaccessible. Not all of the British officials wanted to see
the full enforcement of these new boundaries.” The case of the Najdi passport was
another instance that highlighted the range of opinion within the British administration on
the enforcement of borders.

On January 17, 1924, the High Commissioner of Iraq, Henry Dobbs wrote to the
Secretary of State for the Colonies in London. Dobb’s emphasized that Najdis, like any
other foreign travelers, should be expected to purchase a visa for Iraq. This visa was
completely separate from the necessary counter-endorsement of a British official required

on Najdi passports. In other words, this position asserted that Najdis be treated as foreign

3% Robert Fletcher, British Imperialism and ‘The Tribal Question’: Desert
Administration and Nomadic Societies in the Middle East, 1919-1936 (New Y ork:
Oxford University Press, 2015), 155.
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subjects and not under the British mantle.*® However, on December 19" of 1923, the
Chief British Representative in Trans-Jordan (Philby), made the exact opposite argument
to the High Commissioner in Palestine (Clayton). “Under present conditions nationals of
Najd are free to enter Trans-Jordan without formalities of any kind,” Philby wrote. “In
view of the very close contact of these territories with Najd it would be impossible to
adopt any other system” he explained, going on to suggest that this procedure should
remain the status quo until Trans-Jordan itself came up with some sort of system that set
forth “restrictions.” He added that the idea of British protection for Najdis was a moot
point in Trans-Jordan since Najdis who desired travel documents to transit to Syria, Iraq,
Egypt, or other locations were simply given Trans-Jordan nationality papers. That is,
their designation as Najdis was simply lost in the process. Being Najdi was not an official
identification that had any sort of distinctive status, nor was the border (in the mindset of
the British, at least) something that restricted movement.”’

Of course, the whole purpose of the Najdi passport was that Ibn Sa’ud wanted to
ensure his claim over his subjects when they were traveling outside of his domains.
Where before Najdi residents would have been lost in categories such as “Trans-
Jordanian,” Ibn Sa’ud wanted them distinguished as specifically Najdi. This perspective
lined up with Dobbs argument about required visas for Najdis who entered Iraq.
However, the Foreign Office was inclined to side with the Trans-Jordanian position on
the matter. J. H. Thomas of the Colonial Office in London wrote to Dobb’s saying, “you

will observe that there is no desire on the part of the Palestine Administration or of the

*® From High Commissioner, Iraq to Secretary of State for the Colonies (No. 71),
January 17, 1924, File 61/9 (D 109) Nejd Passports, IOR/R/15/1/562, ODL.
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Trans Jordan government to insist that a British visa should be obtained by Nejdians
desiring to enter those areas, in addition to the endorsement.” Moreover, the Colonial
Office brought up the fact that tribal migrations between Iraq and Najd were permitted
“without the imposition of any passport formalities,” making the desire to have a separate
visa for entry into Iraq “inconsistent” with the rest of British policy. Therefore, the
government of Iraq should “dispense with the formality” of imposing any sort of British
visa as required for Najdi travelers.”® For the moment, the borders and travel between
them, should remain nebulous, especially since the British could not agree amongst
themselves as to the best course of action.

It is no surprise that in July of 1924, Ibn Sa’ud began distributing Najdi passports
that completely omitted any sort of British endorsement. Although the British had gone
through multiple renditions of the standardized English and Arabic phrases to be placed
on these passports, Ibn Sa’ud’s agent in Syria was more than a little skeptical about
applying any sort of change to the passport. The British Consul in Damascus (W. A.
Smart) remarked that “around the Najdian Agency are at work influences aiming at
inspiring it with distrust of the British.” An old enemy of the British, Oseimi, was
spreading the idea that the British endorsement on the passport effectively made the
Najdis British subjects. “The Oriental is always on the lookout for verbal traps” Smart

lamented to his superior, adding that no sleight of handed was intended on the part of the

** From Colonial Office, Downing Street to High Commissioner, Iraq (No. 192),
February 12, 1924, File 61/9 (D 109) Nejd Passports, IOR/R/15/1/562, ODL.
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British. Whether or not Smart was completely naive to the British desire to informally
exert some control over Najdi subjects is unclear.”

In a time when borders were very loosely established, actions such as issuing
passports were of even greater significance when it came to claiming sovereignty. The
ability to issue passports bespeaks of a legitimate state that has the ability to exert control
over its members outside of its borders. It is one of the many ways in which to make a
claim of sovereignty and to decrease the chances that intrusion across your own border
could be seen as legitimate in the eyes of the international community. Ibn Sa’ud was
vying for his domain to be recognized as a legitimate state within the context of British
hegemony and a newly developing international sphere. Moreover, by issuing passports
in this time of great uncertainty, Ibn Sa’ud projected sovereignty beyond his own borders,
and increased the potential that his national borders might expand. Such possibility was
certainly not lost on the British and was one of the many reasons that Ibn Sa’ud’s actions

caused such anxiety.

** From British Consul, Syria, to Principal Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs,
London (No. 113), July 19, 1924, File 61/9 (D 109) Nejd Passports, IOR/R/15/1/562,
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Chapter 3: Acting Consuls

The introduction of a passport was not the only means through which Najdi
sovereignty was projected. Though never fully successful, throughout the 1920’s Najdi
agents also worked tirelessly to find ways to operate as customs agents and ultimately
consuls throughout the Persian Gulf. Claims of sovereignty and attempted Najdi
encroachment into the affairs of other territories did not simply take the form of Ikhwan
raids or Wahhabi influence, though the /khwan unquestionably raided Iraq, Trans-Jordan,
and Kuwait. There was a clear effort to project power through bureaucratic and
diplomatic intrigue and often it was directly counter to what the British perceived as their
own interests. Ibn Sa’ud was far from being merely a British pawn in these cases, though
it is not always apparent that his agents took actions based on his instructions.
Regardless, there was a concerted attempt by several Najdis, predominantly those with
commercial interests, to enhance their country’s influence abroad by appealing to the

broader concept of nation-states, nationality, borders, sovereignty, and international law.

Customs Agents in Kuwait

Just a few months before Major Daly began dealing with the issue of Najdi
passports in Bahrain, Ibn Sa’ud and his Najdi officials started negotiating with the Sheikh
of Kuwait to station a permanent Najdi customs official in Kuwait in order to restore
trade relations. Ibn Sa’ud had been at war with Kuwait in 1919-1920 and, since that
timeframe, Najd had enforced a trade blockade against their neighbor. Many parties were
interested in seeing the resumption of trade between the two areas, particularly Kuwaitis.

It was probable, however, that the powerful al-Qusaybi brothers (discussed later) also
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influenced Ibn Sa’ud to keep the trade with Kuwait closed in order to increase their own
profits in the Hasa and Manama branches of their family business.

In April of 1922 Major More, the Political Agent in Kuwait, wrote to his superior
in Bushire that Sheikh Ahmad of Kuwait had received a letter from Ibn Sa’ud. The ruler
of Najd stated that he would resume full trade with Kuwait if he could establish a
customs house in Kuwait City. Should a customs house not be possible, Ibn Sa’ud would
also accept another arrangement. Kuwait’s ruler, Sheikh Ahmad, could collect taxes on
goods exported to Najd from Kuwait and then send it to Ibn Sa’ud directly. But Sheikh
Ahmad refused the offer, telling Major More that to agree to Ibn Sa’ud demands “would
be equivalent to recognizing his overlordship over Kuwait.”** Such an arrangement
would appear as if the Sheikh of Kuwait was paying Ibn Sa’ud a form of tribute rather
than forwarding customs dues to Najd.

Over the year, however, the matter was pressed again and again until eventually
Sheikh Ahmad grudgingly intimated to the British that he would not outright reject
meeting with a Najdi customs agent to see if an agreement could be reached with the
Najdi sultan.*' Of course, Ibn Sa’ud refused to send the representative simply at the
behest of the British—he wanted a more pronounced display from the ruler of Kuwait so
that he could claim that Kuwait was reaching out to him and not vice versa. He demanded

to have a direct invitation from Sheikh Ahmad, otherwise he feared that his representative

40 From Political Agent, Kuwait to Political Resident, Bushire (No. 83-S), April
26, 1922, File 61/7 (D 65) Bin Saud’s Relations with the Sheikh of Kuwait,
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“might not be properly received or listened to.”** Eventually the Sheikh of Kuwait did
reach out, and Ibn Sa’ud’s agent, Sayed Hamza al Ghauth arrived in country the next
month to discuss terms.* Ultimately no agreement was reached regarding a customs
arrangement, particularly since Sheikh Ahmad was “frightened that this official would
interfere in other matters, settle disputes between Najdis, etc. and undermine his own
power.”** Understandably, he was afraid that the placement of such an official would
undermine his own sovereignty in Kuwait as that individual would have more power than
a mere customs agent. Additionally, it seemed as if Ibn Sa’ud was making terms so
difficult that it would be almost impossible for Kuwait to accept. Perhaps he did not wish
to restore trade relations with Kuwait after all, or only in the most advantageous
circumstances possible. The matter remained at an impasse.

The Political Resident in Bushire (Colonel Knox) linked the situation in Kuwait
with that which simultaneously occurring in Bahrain (the attempted issuance of Najdi
passports by a Najdi official). In a letter to Major More in May of 1923, he wrote that “it
may perhaps help you to know that in the matter of having a Nejd official, customs or
otherwise, at Kuwait, I fully share, so far as advised at present, the apprehensions of the

Shaikh and leading merchants at Kuwait.” According to the Political Resident, the

complications caused by Ibn Sa’ud’s agent, al-Qusaybi, in Bahrain, suggested that it

*2 From Political Agent, Bahrain to Political Agent, Kuwait (No. 42-C), March
30, 1923, File 61/7 (D 65) Bin Saud’s Relations with the Sheikh of Kuwait,
IOR/R/15/1/561, ODL.

* From Political Agent, Kuwait to High Commissioner, Baghdad (No. 63-S),
April 17, 1923, File 61/7 (D 65) Bin Saud’s Relations with the Sheikh of Kuwait,
IOR/R/15/1/561, ODL.

* From Political Agent, Kuwait to High Commissioner, Baghdad (No. 67-S),
April 25, 1923, File 61/7 (D 65) Bin Saud’s Relations with the Sheikh of Kuwait,
IOR/R/15/1/561, QODL.
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might not be a good idea to allow any sort of independent Najdi agent to exist in Kuwait.
As al-Qusaybi started as a commercial agent himself, there was no guarantee that an
individual involved in trade would not also become involved in consular matters.
Moreover, “Bin Saud’s claim to be officially represented in places like Bahrain and
Kuwait completely knocks the bottom out of our determination not to tolerate foreign
interference of any kind” Knox added. Britain was the only type of “foreign interference”
to be permitted in the Persian Gulf. Allowing and leeway to another party would open the
door to a plethora of other foreign demands, particularly Persia.*

Following the failure of negotiations in Kuwait, the Sheikh sent his cousin and
possible rival to the throne, Sheikh Abdullah, on a mission to Riyadh, bearing extensive
gifts for the Sultan. He was to make another attempt to resolve the trade dispute with Ibn
Sa’ud. It initially appeared to the British that nothing had come of the journey but Major
More quickly learned that the situation was far different than he had originally
ascertained. Apparently, Sheikh Abdullah had come to a “private understanding” with
Ibn Sa’ud that should trade be reopened between their territories, the Sheikh would act as
Ibn Sa’ud’s agent in Kuwait. He and he alone would be in direct correspondence with Ibn
Sa’ud and would manage the collection of any and all customs dues for Najd. In other
words, it was being put forward that a member of the Kuwaiti royal household (and

potential claimant to the throne) act as an agent of a foreign power. Such an arrangement

4> From Political Resident, Bushire to Political Agent, Kuwait (No. 215-S), May
7, 1923, File 61/7 (D 65) Bin Saud’s Relations with the Sheikh of Kuwait,
IOR/R/15/1/561, ODL.
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would undoubtablly blur the lines of sovereignty between Najd and Kuwait, a likely goal
for Ibn Sa’ud.*

Several meetings were held between Sheikhs Abdullah and Ahmad, the former
urging the latter to agree to the proposition. Kuwaiti notables and the rest of the al-Sabah
royal family were also consulted. Many wanted to see the trade with Najd reopened and
viewed having Sheikh Abdullah act as a Najdi agent in a positive light. In this case “one
of their own” would be managing the customs dues rather than an outsider. However, the
al-Sabah family itself was generally outraged at such a proposition. From their
perspective, it was preposterous that member of the royal family be employed as a Najdi
agent. Exacerbating the situation even more, a wavering Sheikh Ahmad could not come
to a decision on the matter after hearing so many varying opinions. As a result, the issue
continued to fester.*’

The British were ardently opposed to the idea of Sheikh Abdallah operating on
behalf of Najd and saw it as a direct attempt to extend Najdi influence and/or territory.
After even more meetings had ensued between various contingents of the Kuwaiti elite
and the al-Sabah family, Colonel Knox wrote the Secretary of the State for the Colonies
expressing his alarm at the situation. “If Shaikh Abdulla is permitted to establish himself
as the agent of the Sultan of Nejd with a powerful influence of Nejdi immigrants, coolies,
pearl-divers, camelmen and merchants we may expect at no distant date a coup d’etat
which will get rid of Shaikh Ahmad and establish Shaikh Abdulla in his place” he

explained. He then asked to move forward with a more aggressive and coherent policy

** From Political Agent, Kuwait to Political Resident Bushire (No. 103-S), July 7,
1923, File 61/7 (D 65) Bin Saud’s Relations with the Sheikh of Kuwait, [OR/R/15/1/561,
ODL

*7 Ibid.
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towards combatting “Najdi influence in these independent principalities, protectorates of
Great Britain, without regard to the almost certain consequence of a direct rupture of
relations with the Sultan of Najd.”** In Knox’s calculation, the threat from Najd was dire
enough to Great Britain’s influence in the Persian Gulf that it might outweigh the need
for friendly relations with Ibn Sa’ud. The Political Resident in the Persian Gulf was
talking about combatting Najdi influence in the same manner that he might talk about
combatting the French or the Persians—there was no question that Najd was playing
deftly at diplomatic intrigue.

Knox’s memo caused alarm in London, the Secretary of State for the Colonies
asking him to clarify just exactly what he meant. Did he mean to suggest that Ibn Sa’ud
might actually attack Bahrain or Kuwait? “If not, what will direct rupture involve as far
as the Arab littoral is concerned?” He asked Knox.* The Political Resident did not
believe an actual attack would occur but that the empire would be left to deal with a
“sulky Bin Saud” who would be uncooperative with British interests and “actively
aggressive in the direction of Hedjaz, Trans-Jordania, and Iraq.”® The British would
have very little leverage over him, making him an even more uncontrollable force to be

dealt with.

* From Political Resident Bushire, to Secretary of State for the Colonies, London
(No. 395-S) July 20, 1923, File 61/7 (D 65) Bin Saud’s Relations with the Sheikh of
Kuwait, IOR/R/15/1/561, ODL.

* From Secretary of State for the Colonies, London, to Political Resident,
Bushire, August 28, 1923, File 61/7 (D 65) Bin Saud’s Relations with the Sheikh of
Kuwait, IOR/R/15/1/561, ODL.

> From Political Resident Bushire, to Secretary of State for the Colonies, London
(No. 790) August 30, 1923, File 61/7 (D 65) Bin Saud’s Relations with the Sheikh of
Kuwait, IOR/R/15/1/561, ODL.
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In the end, however, the matter was dropped between Sheikh Ahmad and Ibn
Sa’ud. The Sultan of Najd persisted in asking for more than Kuwait was prepared to give,
namely 7% on exports vice the original 4% that had been presented.”’ Such a spike in
amount of payment made all of the Kuwaiti parties agree that cutting a deal with Ibn
Sa’ud was not in their interest. Sheikh Abdullah would have to give up the idea of single-
handedly controlling Najdi customs dues. However, the British were still quite concerned
about the entire incident and wondered what schemes Ibn Sa’ud might pursue in the near
future. They would spend a few months ruminating on whether a sea port would curb Ibn
Sa’ud’s regional ambitions or if a British customs officer could resolve the matter in
Kuwait. In the end, all these proposals were dropped or never came to fruition.”* The
trade blockade between Kuwait and Ibn Sa’ud’s dominions would continue for more than
another decade, even though the British would continue the search for a resolution.

The incident surrounding Najdi customs dues in Kuwait demonstrated a much
subtler means of attempting to extend sovereignty further along the Persian Gulf and
define what and who fell within Najdi domains. It was clear that Ibn Sa’ud was not afraid
to try to project his influence into British Protectorates while also claiming some level of

British protection for himself and his own subjects.

> From Political Agent, Kuwait to Political Resident, Bushire (No. 117-S),
August 22, 1923, File 61/7 (D 65) Bin Saud’s Relations with the Sheikh of Kuwait,
IOR/R/15/1/561, ODL.

>2 L etter from Sultan of Najd to Lieutenant Colonel Knox, Bushire, November 11,
1923, File 61/7 (D 65) Bin Saud’s Relations with the Sheikh of Kuwait, [OR/R/15/1/561,
ODL.
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The Al-Qusaybis: Thorns in the Side

As mentioned earlier, Abdullah al-Qusaybi was the much-disliked agent of Ibn
Sa’ud operating in Bahrain. He was actually one of several al-Qusaybi brothers who ran
various branches of their enterprise from Al-Ahsa, Manama, and Bombay. Aside from his
involvement with the introduction of the Najdi passport in Bahrain, his actions provoked
the ire of the British in other ways, because they related to his purported attempts to
operate as a consul. Additionally, it was understood that Ibn Sa’ud was indebted to the
al-Qusaybis, increasing their influence over his actions.

In April of 1923 a riot broke out between Najdi and Persian coolies in the
Manama bazaar. The British believed Abdullah al-Qusaybi instigated the fight and then
withdrew to his office once the violence was out of control. Colonel Knox, as the
Political Resident in Bushire, wrote to his superior in Simla asking for permission to
deport Abdullah from Bahrain unless he only engaged in commercial activities and
refrained “from interfering with administrative official matters.” Apparently, this incident
was merely the most recent in a huge chain of complaints against al-Qusaybi.”

Just a few weeks later another “disturbance” between Persians and Najdis
occurred in the Manama bazaar, killing seven or eight people and injuring many more. In
response to this incident, Knox repeated his request to expel al-Qusaybi from Bahrain.>
Not only did Knox want to expel Ibn Sa’ud’s official agent but he wanted to demand that

the sultan consult the British about any future agent, “who must have definite instructions

>3 From Political Resident, Bushire, to Foreign Office, Simla (No. 398), April 27,
1923, File 19:163 I (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of Bahrain. Nejdi Agent’s
Activities in Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, QDL.

>* From Political Resident, Bushire, to Foreign Office, Simla (No. 424), May 10,
1923, File 19:163 I (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of Bahrain. Nejdi Agent’s
Activities in Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, QDL.
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to confine himself to purely commercial ends and hold strictly aloof from Consular

»>> Though the reasoning for al-

functions and internal administration of Bahrain.
Qusaybi’s expulsion was “bad behavior” during a riot, the main issue for the British was
his nefarious attempts to play the role of foreign consul. Al-Qusaybi, whether acting
directly on Ibn Sa’ud’s orders or simply for his own interests, was perceived as capable
of projecting Najdi influence where it was not desired. According to Knox’s wording, al-
Qusaybi actually had the means and wherewithal to affect the internal administration of
Bahrain, thus positioning Najd as a rival foreign power to the British.

By the 19" of May Knox himself was in Bahrain to deal with the disturbances and
to dismiss Abdullah al-Qusaybi from the island with a letter to Ibn Sa’ud explaining why
such drastic measures had been taken.”® Later that summer, after Knox returned to
Bushire, he met with Ibn Sa’ud’s representative Sayed Hashim where, as previously
mentioned, they discussed the matter of Najdi passports. They also discussed Abdullah
al-Qusaybi and Knox begrudgingly agreed to allow Abdullah to return to Bahrain in the
capacity of a private citizen.”’ However, what business Abdullah al-Qusaybi would have

in Bahrain was questionable since he operated the al-Ahsa branch of the family business.

In essence, the entire matter of allowing Abdullah to return to Bahrain was, according to

>3 From Political Resident, Bushire, to Foreign Office, Simla (No. 429), May 11,
1923, File 19:163 I (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of Bahrain. Nejdi Agent’s
Activities in Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, QDL.

°® From Political Resident, Bahrain, to Secretary of State for India (No. B. 2.),
May 19, 1923, File 19:163 1 (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of Bahrain. Nejdi
Agent’s Activities in Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, ODL.

> From Political Resident, Bushire, to Political Agent Bahrain (No. 295-S), June
19, 1923, File 19:163 I (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of Bahrain. Nejdi
Agent’s Activities in Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, ODL.
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the Political Agent in Bahrain, simply to “score a point.””® Abdullah’s presence in
Bahrain was “political” in nature and/or a show of power. Whether this was a display of
power for Ibn Sa’ud, al-Qusaybi, or both, it is unclear.

Also in June, the brother who ran the Manama business, Abdul Aziz, returned to
Bahrain a from Bombay. He resumed running his families’ business affairs in Bahrain
and took on duties as Ibn Sa’ud’s “private” agent. Moreover, he told his brother Abdullah
that it should be best if he were to remain outside of Bahrain for the time being.
According to Major Daly, Abdul Aziz made almost no mention of being Ibn Sa’ud’s
agent and did not “interfere in the affairs of Nejdi subjects as in the past.” Moreover, Ibn
Sa’ud stopped asking Daly to refer any Najdi matters in Bahrain to his agent. Effectively,
Abdul Aziz al-Qusaybi acted as a “post-office” for Major Daly and the Sultan of Najd.”
Yet, the line between what constituted an “official” Najdi agent and a “private” agent of
Ibn Sa’ud sometimes became unclear. By acting in a private capacity, there was always
the potential to become an official representative.

It was two years later when Abdul Aziz al-Qusaybi’s status as Ibn Sa’ud’s agent
was brought up again, this time by a new Political Agent in Bahrain. At this point, al-
Qusaybi was only being used to relay Ibn Sa’ud’s letters to the Agent. Any
correspondence from the British to the Sultan of Najd went through a different pathway.
But the Agent needed to use al-Qusaybi for two-way communications, therefore adding

to Abdul Aziz’s duties. Additionally, the Agent was told by Ibn Sa’ud to directly

>¥ From Political Agent, Bahrain to Political Resident Bushire (No. 84-C), June
27,1923, File 19:163 1 (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of Bahrain. Nejdi
Agent’s Activities in Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, ODL.

> From Political Agent, Bahrain to Political Resident Bushire (No. 143-C),
October 17, 1923, File 19:163 I (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of Bahrain.
Nejdi Agent’s Activities in Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, ODL.
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negotiate the situation regarding the Hindus in Qatif with al-Qusaybi. This action, of
course, would infer that al-Qusaybi was more than simply a private agent but someone
operating in official capacity for the Najdi state.®” Surprisingly, the British acted with
much less alarm in this one instance. The Secretary to the Political Resident in Bushire
suggested that there was nothing wrong per say with al-Qusaybi operating in other
capacities as long as his “attitude” was good.®' That is, as long as al-Qusaybi’s actions
were not perceived as a threat to British control over Bahrain or an encroachment of
Najdi influence then they were acceptable.

Unsurprisingly, the matter of a Najdi consul in Bahrain arose again and again,
usually at the behest of Ibn Sa’ud. In May of 1929 the Political Agent in Bahrain wrote to
the Political Resident that a “Nejd representative must be resisted at all costs.” If one
were allowed “he would inevitably be Qusaibi who is too influential already. Request for
criminal jurisdiction would inevitably follow” as well.”* Apparently Abdul Aziz al-
Qusaybi had risen to more prominence than the position of a mere “post office” which he
held only a few years prior. It was getting harder for the British to resist having a Najdi

agent present in an official capacity and the al-Qusaybi’s were never going to go away.

% From Political Agent, Bahrain to Political Resident Bushire (No. 727-C), July
26, 1925, File 19:163 1 (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of Bahrain. Nejdi
Agent’s Activities in Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, ODL.

" From Secretary to Political Resident, Bushire, to Political Agent Bahrain (No.
265-S), August 1, 1925, File 19:163 I (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of
Bahrain. Nejdi Agent’s Activities in Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, ODL.

%2 From Political Agent Bahrain, to Political Resident, Bushire (No. 76), May 27,
1929, File 1:2 Matters Affecting the Sultan of Najd, IOR/R/15/2/72, ODL.
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Consuls in Kuwait

It was 1927 when the issue of Najdi officials in Kuwait, particularly consuls,
reared its head once again. This time Ibn Sa’ud’s agent was Abdullah al-Nafisi, a Najdi
who had extensive commercial interests in Kuwait, similar to Abdul Aziz al-Qusaybi in
Bahrain. According to Major Barrett, the Political Agent in Kuwait, al-Nafisi was
instructed to issue Najdi passports to all Najd subjects in al-Zubayr (Iraq), most likely in
reaction to the Iraqi nationality law, and potentially in Kuwait. To complicate matters
further, Ibn Sa’ud’s domains consisted of the Najd and Hijaz, but they were yet to be
integrated as a single state. In 1926, the Hijaz Nationality Law had been enacted, but it
had nothing to say regarding Najdi nationality. Therefore, the question of who was and
was not a Najdi subject was an issue that al-Nafisi had to write to Ibn Sa’ud about for
further clarification.”” Meanwhile, Major Barrett proposed to remind Sheikh Ahmad of
Kuwait that per the stipulations of the 1899 Treaty between Sheikh Mubarak of Kuwait
and Great Britain, the Sheikh was not allowed to permit al-Nafisi to issue any passports
without the consent of the British government.**

After it came to light that al-Nafisi sent nationality certificates and not actual
passports, he was summoned by Sheikh Ahmad at the behest of the British. The ruler of

Kuwait informed him that he could not accept any foreign agent in Kuwait without

% From Political Agent, Kuwait, to the Secretary to the High Commissioner of
Irag (No. 139-C), September 24, 1927, File 61/7 (D 65) Bin Saud’s Relations with the
Sheikh of Kuwait, IOR/R/15/1/561, QDL.

% From Political Agent, Kuwait, to Political Resident, Bushire (No. 140-C),
September 24, 1927, File 61/7 (D 65) Bin Saud’s Relations with the Sheikh of Kuwait,
IOR/R/15/1/561, ODL.
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British consent.”® Al-Nafisi replied that he had ceased issuing any certificates after
September 29" and the problem appeared to be resolved. However, matters escalated
even further when Major Barrett learned from the head of Kuwaiti customs that 20,000
Najdi nationality certificates, 3,000 passports, and 4,000 papers with headings for official
use of the Najdi representative showed up at the port. Moreover, the name “Kuwait”
appeared on the forms, erasing any doubt that al-Nafisi was under instructions to issue
documents to Najdi subjects in Kuwait.

Al-Nafisi came to Major Barrett the next day asking him to provide a British visa
for the documents. Mentioning that “Bin Sa’ud had said they would be worthless without
the British Political Agent’s signature,” Al-Nafisi was ready to bypass the ruler of Kuwait
altogether. Although he did not say this directly, from a Najdi standpoint, Kuwait was not
a sovereign nation and not a peer with which to negotiate. Ibn Sa’ud’s agent might as
well go straight to the British, the custodians of Kuwait’s sovereignty—at least in
practice.®

Ibn Sa’ud and al-Nafisi were not to get the answer that they desired anytime in the
near future. In November, he sent another individual, Sheikh Hafiz, to once again
represent his interests to Major Barrett. The Sheikh stated that if stationing a Najd Consul
in Kuwait was impossible, Ibn Sa’ud would like the Political Agent to look over the
interests of his subjects instead—offer them the “good offices” of the Agency, so to

speak. But even an answer to this issue would be delayed until permission was given

% From Political Agent, Kuwait, to Political Resident, Bushire (No. 144-C),
October 4, 1927, File 61/7 (D 65) Bin Saud’s Relations with the Sheikh of Kuwait,
IOR/R/15/1/561, ODL.

% From Political Agent, Kuwait, to Secretary of the Political Resident, Bushire
(No. 152-C, October 21, 1927, File 61/7 (D 65) Bin Saud’s Relations with the Sheikh of
Kuwait, IOR/R/15/1/561, QDL.
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from higher authorities.®’ Unfortunately Major Barrett would leave to take up his post as
the Political Agent in Bahrain before any sort of agreement could be reached and Ibn
Sa’ud would be left hanging again.

In 1928 the British government speculated about having the Political Agent in
Bahrain act as a British Consul in Qatif, Ujair, and al-Ahsa as a means to help resolve the
building tension regarding Najdi official representation. However, this proposal was
ultimately overturned after closer consideration by the India Office. According to the
letter between the Foreign Secretary for the Government of India and the Under Secretary
of State, there was “obvious danger of Sultan Bin Saud using such an appointment as a
basis for claiming Consular representation in Bahrein — denial of which to all Foreign

» % Later in the year they

Governments is one of the fundamentals of our Bahrein policy.
said that they were willing to turn over jurisdiction over Najdi subjects in Bahrain to
Sheikh of Bahrain but “at all costs the proposal to appoint a Najd official representative
to either Bahrain or Kuwait should be resisted.” The British would do everything to
prevent Ibn Sa’ud from ever getting his consular foothold in Bahrain or Kuwait.*’

The threat posed by a Najdi consol in either Bahrain or Kuwait was related to

claims of sovereignty. Consular representation did not only solidify Ibn Sa’ud’s domain

as a legitimately functioning state, but it allowed him to operate beyond his borders. Such

7 From Political Agent, Kuwait, to Political Resident, S. S. CHAKDARA (No.
175-C, November 19, 1927, File 61/7 (D 65) Bin Saud’s Relations with the Sheikh of
Kuwait, IOR/R/15/1/561, QDL.

% From Foreign Secretary to Government of India, to Under Secretary of State of
India, India Office, London (No. F.71-E/28), January 9, 1929, File 1:2 Matters Affecting
the Sultan of Najd, IOR/R/15/2/72, ODL.

% From Political Resident, Bushire, to Foreign Secretary, Government of India,
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abilities could directly challenge the sovereignty of the location in which the consuls
were operating, particularly within this delicate timeframe of nebulous borders. The
British understood that their hegemony in the Persian Gulf could be probed and
weakened, particularly by a power operating as another sovereign state. For this reason,
they perceived Ibn Sa’ud’s expanding influence beyond his own borders as a threat to
their own regional power. They not only tried to directly check his power, but refrained
from entering into any sort of negotiation or debate with him on any subject that had the

potential to open up the possibility of Najdi consular representation.

The King of Najd and Hijaz

Perhaps out of his frustration for not being accorded the full rights and stature as
an independent nation-state, Ibn Sa’ud decided to restrict the means by which the British
were able to officially communicate with him—he was no longer a tribal sheikh who
could be consulted at their whim. Up until 1928, the Political Agent in Bahrain was the
conduit for communications with Ibn Sa’ud whenever he was resident in Najd. Following
the acquisition of the Hijaz in 1925, the Political Agent in Jeddah was the
communications pathway to Ibn Sa’ud when he was resident in the Hijaz. This set-up was
no longer acceptable to Ibn Sa’ud. The now King of the Najd and the Hijaz would only
be contacted officially through the British representative at Jeddah. In the case of extreme
circumstances, the High Commissioners of Baghdad and Jerusalem were allowed to
contact him directly, particularly regarding issues that arose from the Bahra and Hadda

agreements.70

" From Foreign Office, London to Political Agent, Jeddah (No. 198), September
16, 1929, File 1:2 Matters Affecting the Sultan of Najd, IOR/R/15/2/72, QDL.
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In this respect, Ibn Sa’ud would be functioning as the leader of a sovereign state
rather than a protectorate under the direction of India Office officials. Being contacted by
the High Commissioners for Baghdad and Palestine could be considered the equivalent of
being contacted by a peer—a fellow head of state. In December of 1929 the British
government consented to having the agency in Jeddah raised to the status of Legation.
Moreover, a Najd-Hijaz Legation was to be established in London.”' It was another step
in Ibn Sa’ud being recognized as the leader of a sovereign nation, though he still did not
have his consuls in Bahrain or Kuwait.

Yet, as much as the British tried to curb the influence of Ibn Sa’ud in Bahrain and
Kuwait they appeared to only be moderately successful. Even though the British were
supplying him arms throughout the Zkhwan rebellion in 1927-1930, they still held only a
moderate leverage over his actions. In March of 1930 the King of Najd and Hijaz visited
Bahrain in person, demonstrating the fragility of the British and al-Khalifa position. The
scene of Ibn Sa’ud’s arrival in Bahrain described by Captain Prior, the Political Agent in
Bahrain at the time, is worth quoting at length:

On landing, the King received an ovation. The Indian guard of honor vainly trying

to present arms were parted and the whole pier, crowded with some 5000 persons,

ran riot. The guard cast aside all pretense at order, swarmed round Bin Saud firing
off their rifles, and the crowd composed principally of Arabs and Nejdis, nearly
trod the al Khalifa Shaikhs under foot in their frantic attempts to shake the royal
hand. Getting into a car with great difficulty, the King proceeded in triumph to the
Palace, where he greeted Shaikh Isa, and the veteran ruler is reported to have said

that having seen the King he could now die in peace.’

But Captain Prior’s description of the visit did not stop there:

! From British Legation, Jeddah to Acting Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mecca,
December 21, 1929, File 1:2 Matters Affecting the Sultan of Najd, IOR/R/15/2/72, ODL.

2 From Political Agent, Bahrain to Political Resident, Bushire (No. 18-C), March
5, 1930, File 1:2 Matters Affecting the Sultan of Najd, IOR/R/15/2/72, ODL.
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The whole effect of his visit has been deplorable. A more successful impetus to
Pan-Arab feeling could not have been given, and the tenuity of our hold on
Bahrain could not have been more clearly demonstrated. In view of the
excitement caused by this visit, another, at a time charged with communal tension
might have incalculable results, and it is to be hoped that Bin Saud will not again
be allowed to approach closer to Bahrain than Qatif. The futility of the al Khalifa
shaikhs in their own dominions has been amply demonstrated, and the Qusaibis,
powerful already, have had their prestige immeasurable enhanced.”
Regardless of all the British efforts to restrict the bureaucratic and diplomatic intrigue
carried out by Ibn Sa’ud and his agents, he still held immense power in territories outside
of his own dominions. This power was not simply a result of military campaigns or
Wahhabi religious doctrine. His visit to Bahrain provided a palpable demonstration to the
British of their weakening hold in the region and the ever-present potential that existed

for the restructuring of borders and sovereignty. Moreover, Ibn Sa’ud projected and

enhanced his claims of sovereignty by playing their own game.

3 Ibid.
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Chapter 4: Designating Subjects

Ibn Sa’ud’s push for passports and official representation outside of his borders
aimed at one important goal: making claims of sovereignty over people—making
internationally recognized who was the be regarded as subjects of Najd and/or Hijaz. The
King of the Najd and Hijaz, along with his officials such as the Amir of Hasa, were in
competition with others in the region, mostly the British themselves, in defining the
nationality of various populations and those peoples from whom resources could be
extracted (namely taxes) by the nascent Najdi-Hijazi state. These struggles were couched
in language about international law and conduct among sovereign nations, once again
demonstrating that Ibn Sa’ud and his state were more than capable of playing “the game”
of diplomacy and attempting to shape the still unestablished rules regarding nationality to

align with their interests.

Initial Claims from the Baharna

The Najdi king and his officials were not the only individuals making claims
about subjecthood and nationality—those that he named his subjects would occasionally
try to claim otherwise. The Bahrana population in Qatif—people originally from Bahrain
who moved to Qatif over the course of decades—sought to define themselves as Bahraini
subjects rather than Najdi. They were a Shi’i population who came under extensive
persecution from the Wahhabi Ikhwan after they conquered the al-Ahsa region. Though
many of the Baharna had been born in Qatif or had moved to the region decades before,
they still sought to claim Bahraini subjecthood when it appeared to be in their favor to do

so. But, claiming Bahraini subjecthood included more than the protections afforded by

51



the al-Khalifa family; it also meant that they would fall under the protection of the
British. It was no coincidence that the first petition pleading on behalf of the Baharna,
sent in March of 1923, was addressed to the British Secretary of State for India.

Thirty-two “merchants and inhabitants of Bahrein,” a land “under the kind
protection of the benign British Government,” put forward the case of two men: Haji
Mansur Pasha and his brother Haji Abdul Hussein al-Joma. These two men were
characterized as “of the town of Bahrein” but resident in Qatif, “near Bahrein.” The two
brothers had once held extensive properties in Iraq and Qatif, and were well respected in
Iraq, Persia, and Bahrain. After the Ikhwan took Qatif, the brothers’ properties were
seized in Ibn Sa’ud’s name. Mansur Pasha died before the incident but Abdul Hussein al-
Joma was arrested by the Najdi state and put to death. The children of both the brothers
fled from the area and petitioned Ibn Sa’ud to have their property returned. Their request
was refused by the Sultan of Najd and ultimately the children were forced to sell their
Iraq properties in order to provide for themselves. It was on the children’s behalf that the
merchants sent their petition to the British.”

The petitioners also mentioned that they sent their letter not just for themselves or
the children of Mansur Pasha and Abdul Hussein al-Joma, but “on behalf of the people of
Katiff and Hassa (who through fear of being prosecuted by the Sultan of Nejd cannot
openly join in our appeal).” The authors of the petition told the Secretary of State for
India that they regarded the British as the defenders of “the weak against the might,”

appealing for British protection not just in this specific case but for all of the people

" From Merchants of Babhrain, to Secretary of State for India, March 1, 1923, File
19:163 I (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of Bahrain. Nejdi Agent’s Activities in
Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, ODL.
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resident in Qatif. It would then be up to the British to acknowledge whether or not they
supported these claims of Bahraini subjecthood and, of greatest importance, British
protection. Several years passed before they were able to come to a true conclusion about
their official position on the issue of the Baharna population in Qatif.”” In the interim, it
was simply remarked by Daly, the Political Agent in Bahrain, that the petitioners were
mostly Baharna, some were Shi’i in Lengeh, and others were “probably inhabitants of
Muhammerah or Iraq, of Bahrain origin.” Moreover, the descendants of Haji Mansur had
been submitting petitions to the High Commissioner in Iraq for some years. As for what
to do about the situation, Daly had little to say.”®

Not six months later a plaintiff, Haji Ahmad bin Muhammad Ali Khaiyat, filed a
suit at the joint court in Bahrain for recovery of a house in Qatif. According to Daly, the
Amir of Qatif said that the plaintiff was in debt to (the deceased) Mansur al-Joma and
that Khaiyat’s house then became al-Joma’s property. Since al-Joma’s properties were
confiscated by Ibn Sa’ud, by default Khaiyat’s house now belonged to the Najdi state.
Daly requested instructions from the Political Resident on how to proceed in the matter—
should he pursue assisting the man or not?”’ After a month’s delay, he was told that no
“result will be achieved by our entering into a long correspondence with the Amir of

Hassa and Bin Saud” and also that Khaiyat needed to be directed to pursue his case in

7 Ibid.

" From Political Agent Bahrain, to Political Resident, Bushire (No. 30-C), April
10, 1923, File 19:163 I (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of Bahrain. Nejdi
Agent’s Activities in Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, ODL.

" From Political Agent Bahrain, to Political Resident, Bushire (No. 288/353/604),
September 29, 1923, File 19:163 I (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of Bahrain.
Nejdi Agent’s Activities in Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, ODL.
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Qatif and not Bahrain.”® For the moment, the British saw no reason to intercede on behalf

of those who claimed Bahraini descent but lived Ibn Sa’ud’s newly acquired lands.

Ibn Sa’ud Attempts to Claim Najdis in Iraq

It was 1927, the same year when Major Barrett was dealing with al-Nafisi in
Kuwait (who had sent nationality papers and/or passports to Najdis in Iraq), that the topic
of Najdi subjects in Iraq emerged in the political dialogue. This issue was different from
that concerning the Shammar tribes who fled from Ibn Sa’ud into Iraq in 1923 (and
continued to cause problems throughout the 1920’s). The topic of Najdi nationality was
further complicated during the four years between 1923 and 1927, when both Iraq and
Ibn Sa’ud promulgated nationality laws, pushing to clarify which populations belonged to
which nation. In 1926, shortly after the province’s incorporation into Ibn Sa’ud’s
domains, the Hijaz Nationality Law was put into effect. Interestingly, there was no
complimentary Najd nationality law, which opened the door for competition between Ibn
Sa’ud, the British, and Arab rulers on claiming potential Najdi subjects.

In November 1927 Sheikh Hafiz Wahbah, another of Ibn Sa’ud’s representatives,
attempted to address the question of Najdi subjects in Iraq with the British, but his efforts
were complicated by the recent attacks of the /khwan on Busaiyah post in Iraq (the
beginning of the Ikhwan rebellion).”” He tried again the next month in a letter the

Political Agent in Kuwait where he referred to himself as the “Representative of the King

’® From Secretary to the Political Resident, Bushire to Political Agent, Bahrain
(No. 1737), October 26, 1923, File 19:163 I (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of
Bahrain. Nejdi Agent’s Activities in Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, ODL.

" From Political Agent, Kuwait to Political Resident, onboard “Chakdara” (No.
176), November 17, 1927, File 19:163 I (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of
Bahrain. Nejdi Agent’s Activities in Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, ODL.
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of the Hijaz and Najd and Dependencies.” He mentioned that he was told that the High
Commissioner of Iraq could not discuss the matter of Najdis in Iraq until there was
further clarification about the Busaiyah matter. Regardless, Sheikh Hafiz had heard that a
census was going to occur in Iraq and that this would adversely affect Najdis residing
there. In particular, he claimed that the Najdi’s resident in Iraq believed that they would
have to renounce their Najdi nationality or be expelled from Iraq. In light of such an
important matter, he requested that the High Commissioner once again be informed that
he was ready to discuss the issue as soon as was possible.™

The British were not particularly keen to discuss the matter with Sheikh Hafiz,
nor was it clear that the people he claimed were Najdi actually held such a status. In the
era of new nationality laws, borders, and claims of subjecthood, the matter of who could
be claimed by who was still up for debate. It was in this context that the High
Commissioner for Iraq (Dobbs) wrote to the Secretary of State for the Colonies in
London. Having finally met with Sheikh Hafiz in Baghdad the week before, it had been
brought to his attention by the sheikh that the Najdis in Iraq were “ignorant and
uneducated persons, and having no consular representative, could not be expected to be
acquainted with the provisions of the Nationality Law.” According to Dobbs, it was
obvious that the entire matter arose because of a census in al-Zubayr, which was assumed

to be a preliminary step before conscription. However, the time period for rejecting Iraqi

8 From Sheikh Hafiz Wahbah to Political Agent, Kuwait, December 21, 1927,
File 7:358 Najd-Transjordan Boundary, IOR/R/15/5/106, ODL.
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nationality (and preserving Najdi nationality) expired in December of 1927 and he was
unsure that the Iraq Government would grant an extension.®'

The expiration of the timeline to reject Iraqi nationality was not the main concern,
according to Dobbs. In actuality, because Najdis were technically ex-Ottoman subjects
(according to the British interpretation of history), in accordance to the Treaty of
Lausanne they could only opt to have Turkish citizenship in lieu of Iraqi citizenship.
Becoming a Najdi national simply was not an option. Therefore, the entire argument was
a moot point. Dobbs pointed out that those individuals of Najdi descent who lived in Iraq
were unequivocally Iraqis in the eyes of the law. It would be useless for Sheikh Hafiz and
Ibn Sa’ud to pursue the case further. Yet because Dobbs believed that conflict with Ibn
Sa’ud was probably to be avoided, he asked for further clarification regarding the matter.
The debate over nationality in al-Zubayr came to halt with the full manifestation of Faisal
al-Dawish’s Ikhwan rebellion, which included extensive raiding into Kuwait, Iraq, and
Transjordan. It was, however, still significant that Ibn Sa’ud attempted to project his
sovereignty over the Najd-descended residents of al-Zubayr by means of nationality laws
and passports. In the case of Najdis not resident in his territories, he used the argument of
original descent to claim various people as his subjects. In the case of persons descended
from elsewhere who were resident in Najd, he took the exact opposite approach (as in the

case of the Baharna)."

Bahraini or Najdi? The Baharna of al-Ahsa

8! From High Commissioner Iraq, Baghdad to Secretary of State for the Colonies,
London, January 19, 1928, File 61/7 (D65) Bin Saud’s Relations with the Sheikh of
Kuwait, IOR/R/15/1/561, ODL.

* Ibid.
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Four years after the first petition regarding the Bahraini-descended residents of
Qatif was sent to the British, another petition was sent. This time it was directed to
Sheikh Hamad of Bahrain and it was sent by the “Shi’i community” of Qatif. Once again,
the petitioners identified themselves as subjects of Bahrain who happened to live in Qatif
“in order to be the medium of friendliness and commerce and other similar relations that
exist between the nations of the world.” Their problem was that the government of Hijaz
and Najd was persecuting them “in a manner unprecedented.” The Shi’i implored the
Sheikh of Bahrain to protect the them ““against their evils and to ward off their
molestation,” as the /khwan had forced the Shi’a community to follow the Wahhabi
version of Islam. Moreover, the petitioners feared that they might also lose their lives and
property in the near future.”

In October, Sheikh Hamad forwarded the letter to the Political Agent in Bahrain
(Major Barrett) stating that it should be sent to the Political Resident in Bushire to decide
if anything should be done about the matter.** When it was finally forwarded to the
Resident it included notes about each individual petitioner made by Major Barrett’s
assistant Khan Sahib Mirza ‘Ali. “It will be seen that the majority are Baharna (original
Shiah inhabitants of the Bahrain islands), who left Bahrain about 25 years ago” the
Political Agent wrote. At that time, Qatif was under the control of the Turks and “there is
little doubt that the lot of the Shiah’s was happier under their rule than that of the

unreformed Government of Bahrain.” Barrett then added his own additional information

%3 From Shi’a Community in Qatif to Shaikh Hamad al-Khalifa, July 20, 1927,
File 19:163 I (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of Bahrain. Nejdi Agent’s
Activities in Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, QDL.

% From Sheikh Hamad al-Khalifa to Political Agent, Bahrain, October 21, 1927,
File 19:163 I (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of Bahrain. Nejdi Agent’s
Activities in Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, QDL.
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to the letter. He was informed that the Baharna were stopped by the Najd government
from traveling to Bahrain unless they left their women in Qatif. The Najdi governors
were doing everything they could to ensure that the industrious Shi’i traders stayed in
their domains.®

Major Barrett’s own opinion on the issue was somewhat complex. He thought that
the Baharna who emigrated twenty-five years before could certainly not be considered
Bahraini subjects. Additionally, he believed that the concept of nationality was not
thoroughly recognized in the Persian Gulf. “A man transferring his domicile from Dubai
to Abu Dhabi for instance would have no further claim on the Shaikh of Dubai” he
mused. In other words, the concept of nationality used by the Baharna (and also Ibn
Sa’ud when it came to Najdis in Iraq) was the opposite of what Major Barrett saw as
normal practice in the region. This different version of nationality suggested that an
individual remained a subject of their place of origin and not of their place of residence.
Furthermore, “the Turks may have introduced nationality laws and naturalisation into the
territories under their immediate control, but they are not indigenous to the country.”
That is, the concept of nationality was supposedly something not yet fully grasped by the
people of the Arabian Peninsula. In fact, Major Barrett stated, the Hijaz Nationality Law
of 1926 was definitely “the first essay of a purely Arab administration in this direction.”
Though this conceptualization of nationality might have been legitimate in other areas

(such as Europe), it was somehow not a valid version of nationality in the Persian Gulf as

% From Secretary to the Political Resident, Bushire to Political Resident, onboard
“Chakdara” (No. T-2) November 22, 1927, File 19:163 I (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations
with Shaikh of Bahrain. Nejdi Agent’s Activities in Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, ODL.
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it contradicted what a British official considered to be normal practice on the part of the
Arabs.*

The final recommendation put forth in Major Barrett’s long telegram was to
inform the Government of Bahrain that the situation in Qatif was unfortunate, but there
was nothing official that Bahrain’s government could do about it. The petitioners should
not be regarded as Bahraini subjects.®” The Political Resident agreed with Major Barrett’s
observations about the situation but opted to keep the question pending in the event that
the Resident be able to discuss the matter with Ibn Sa’ud.*® Once again, the matter was
dropped an extended period of time. The Najdi claims over the Baharna won out over the
protestations of the community itself.

Nearly two years later, the cycle started again, albeit with a new set of British
officials. In November of 1929, Captain Prior (the Political Agent in Bahrain) asked to
what extent the British could protect the Baharna in al-Ahsa.*” The Secretary to the
Political Resident answered him stating that “those domiciled in Qatif or Hasa for
generations are clearly Bin Saud’s subjects. On the other hand there may be a few

recognised Bahrain subjects, who do business or reside on the Hasa Coast.” Therefore, a

** Ibid.

*7 Tbid.

% From Secretary to the Political Resident, Bushire to Political Agent, Bahrain
(No. 91-C) February 21, 1928, File 19:163 I (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of
Bahrain. Nejdi Agent’s Activities in Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, ODL.

% From Political Agent, Bahrain to Political Resident, Bushire (No. 1407)
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distinction needed to be made between members of the Qatif community who had resided
in the area long-term and those who were “doing business.””’

The situation escalated a few days later when nearly one thousand Baharna
refugees flooded in Bahrain due to Najdi demands for a war tax. Most of the refugees left
their families behind in Qatif.”' Suddenly the need to distinguish between those Baharna
who were Bahrain subjects and those who were not became a much more immediate
concern for the British. It was not long before the Political Agent was approached by a
delegation of refugees seeking his assistance. Captain Prior decided on the spot that two
of the men were definitely Bahrain subjects as they had only left the islands eight years
before. He gave them letters “of good offices” to the Amir of Hasa. Thanks to Captain
Prior’s on-the-spot decision, these men were now supposedly accorded some measure of
protection from the British. He was later approached by twenty other men, of whom he
decided only one to be a legitimate Bahraini subject. They left him “dispirited and
rejected,” having stated that it would be better for them to commit suicide if the British
would not help them.”

Captain Prior knew well the importance of the nationality issue that his decisions

were shaping on the spot. “The crux of the matter seems to me to be the text for Bahrain

nationality,” he stated. “If a person can show a reasonable claim to recent Bahrain

% From Secretary to the Political Resident, Bushire to Political Agent, Bahrain
(No .2745) November 30, 1929, File 19:163 I (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of
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nationality, by birth, residence, or other cogent reason, it would appear impossible to
deny them our protection. The inhabitants of this island are becoming increasingly
critical of our somewhat half hearted protection of their interests abroad” he added. It was
therefore crucial that people whom had legitimate credentials be identified and afforded
British protection. To not do so would be to potentially invalidate the usefulness of a
distinct Bahraini nationality.”” The Political Resident forwarded these exact words to the
Foreign Secretary of the Government of India. He emphasized that the matter regarding
the Baharna needed to be closed. The majority of them needed to be told that they were
not Bahrain subjects so that they would give up seeking British protection. Those few
that met the threshold for being considered Bahraini, must also be appropriately protected
by the British government.”* Around the same time, Captain Prior received another
petition on behalf of the people of Qatif. The ring leader was the son of Haji Abdul
Hussein al-Joma. He once again replied that the British could only assist legitimate
Bahraini subjects.”

The matter escalated to new levels by mid-January of 1930. Captain Prior found
out that one of the first Baharna men to whom he had “given the good offices” of the
British government had returned to al-Ahsa only to be thrown into prison by the Amir.
The letter from the Political Agent had not been accepted in Najd as legitimate proof of

Bahraini nationality. Additionally, Prior was told that a current resident of Bahrain (also

” Ibid.

** From Political Resident, Bushire to Foreign Secretary to the Government of
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born in Bahrain), Mahem bin Haji Ibrahim, had traveled to Qatif on a Bahraini pass and
“was forced to take out a Nejd pass describing him as a Nejd subject, and he was also
forced to pay a contribution of 60/ Rs.” Moreover, this Bahraini man kept an Iraqi wife at
a mortgaged house in Qatif and she was not allowed by Najdi officials to travel with her
husband to Bahrain. Now British authority over nationality was being directly
challenged.”

In the same letter describing the intensifying situation, Captain Prior mentioned
that the Amir of Hasa invited him to visit in Qatif. He intended to travel to meet the
Amir, sort out the facts of the matter, and put forward the British position. It was crucial,
Prior emphasized, that the British take action if the Amir did not give him a satisfactory
response. “It will be impossible to do nothing. We are expected to protect the Baharna,
and having made use of the Islands in every way that suits us, we cannot refuse to pay the
price” he asserted to his superior. Prior went on, “we have deprived the State of the
power of protecting itself, and since we allow Nejdis to fatten in Bahrain and enjoy a
privileged position, we cannot refuse to take up the case of their opposites in Qatif.””’
Only ten days later, Prior wrote a new report to Colonel Biscoe, the Political Resident,
describing his very productive meeting with the Amir. It seemed, much to Captain Prior’s
relief, that the Amir was in fact quite receptive to the British perspective.

According to his letter, it took until the second day for Prior to “shake off the

persistent Abdullah Qusaibi” during his visit with the Amir of Hasa. Once that was

accomplished, he was pleased to find that the Amir was very amenable to his points,

% From Political Agent, Bahrain to Political Resident, Persian Gulf (No. 4C)
January 15, 1930, File 19:163 I (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of Bahrain.
Nejdi Agent’s Activities in Bahrain, IOR/R/15/1/334, ODL.
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especially after he had clarified that the British only meant to protect those minority
Baharna who were truly Bahraini nationals. Moreover, they discussed other matters such
as the nature of taxes on person only visiting a locale vice taxes on individuals actually
residing in the area (or owning property). At one point the Amir asked Prior “how long a
man would have to stay in a place to be considered domiciled in it.” The Political Agent
admitted that it was not clear cut but that a timeframe of at least six months to a year
should be the minimum. Perhaps most importantly, the Amir denied charges that he had
ever torn up and disregarded Captain Prior’s letter of “good offices” for Ahmad bin
Abbas. The man had been arrested because he was a smuggler and the Amir claimed that
he had never seen the letter. He assured Prior that he would make inquiries into the affair.
The Political Agent came away from the meeting believing that the matter of Baharna in
al-Ahsa was fully resolved.”

The outcome of Captain Prior’s meeting with the Amir of Hasa was not as rosy as
the Political Agent might have wished. In March, he received news concerning the return
of the Qatif refugees who had fled to Bahrain in December of 1929. About 143 of the
one-thousand refugees were given Bahraini nationality papers because they were assessed
to be true Bahraini subjects. Upon their return to Qatif, which closely followed Ibn
Sa’ud’s own visit to the area, their passes were taken, they were flogged, and some may
have been beaten so gravely that they died. Captain Prior wrote again to the Amir of Hasa
asking for information about the release of Ahmad bin Abbas and received a very cold

response. According to the Amir, the man was most certainly a subject of Ibn Sa’ud and

*® From Political Agent, Bahrain to Political Resident, Persian Gulf (No. 10C)
January 26, 1930, File 19:163 I (C 33) Bin Saud’s Relations with Shaikh of Bahrain.
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the he had no authority to give the British any information about him. At this point,
Captain Prior suggested, it was time for the matter to be taken up with Ibn Sa’ud
himself.”

Colonel Biscoe was unimpressed with the turn of events in Qatif. In his
correspondence with the Secretary of State for the Colonies, he endeavored to explain the
long history regarding the problem, inserting paragraphs from Major Barrett’s old letters.
Reflecting on the entire question of nationality, Biscoe remarked that “every government
is of course entitled to insist that foreigners resident within its territories shall be in
possession of valid documents of nationality,” however, it is not “open to any
government suddenly to promulgate a law to the effect that anyone who at the time of
publication of the law is not in possession of valid documents automatically becomes a
subject of the state in which he is resident.” Therefore, individuals had the right to
declare a separate nationality from the location in which they were living—an argument
the British did not exactly take when it came to those of Najdi descent living in al-
Zubayr.'”

Although the exact circumstances that led to the release are unclear, in May of
1930 Ahmad bin Abbas was released from prison, though he was to remain in Qatif for

three months.'®" Tensions between the Bahrain government, Britain, and Najd were on
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the decline. Nonetheless, it was put forward that Ibn Sa’ud should be officially
approached through the British Consulate at Jeddah regarding the treatment of Bahraini
subjects in general.'”* Andrew Ryan, the British Minister in Jeddah, subsequently became
extremely ill and would not return to his duties until the following year. By that time, the
dynamic between Ibn Sa’ud and the British had changed slightly and the idea of
approaching the King about the treatment of Bahrainis in al-Ahsa did not seem as
appealing.

Ryan wrote to the Principle Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs voicing his
concerns about the matter. In his opinion, the authorities in Najd were not concerned with
nationality law per say. “Reference was made to an Arabian principle that allegiance
depends on residence, a principle which Ibn Sa’ud, who loves having things both ways,
would doubtless not admit as applicable to Nejdis in Bahrain but would like to assert as
regards Bahrainis in Nejd,” Ryan pointed out. Thus, Ibn Sa’ud used whatever law suited
him when it suited him. How this tactic was any different than that used by the British
was not mentioned. Ryan’s most poignant argument was that any discussion of Bahrainis
in Najd would, at the current time, surface underlying questions about the relationship
between Bahrain and Ibn Sa’ud’s domains in general. For example, Ibn Sa’ud had been
wanting to discuss the matter of official consuls in Bahrain for some time—he intended

to continue to force the issue that he should be official represented on the islands. As the

192 From Foreign Office to British Legation, Jedda (No. 145) May 14, 1930, File
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British did not want to engage in this discussion, it was probably best to discard any topic
to do with Bahrain altogether.'”

Ryan’s suggestion to drop the topic of the Baharna indefinitely was met with
resounding agreement by all of the British officials in the Government of India and the
Foreign Office. Captain Prior perhaps summed up the British position best when he wrote
“that it is better not to take the matter up diplomatically so long as a local modus vivendi
can be arranged.” That is, there was no reason to have a procedure set in stone when
various local set-ups could be tailor-made to each particular circumstance. Moreover, he
added, “there is no doubt that the moment an attempt is made to regularise the situation
endless difficulties would arise.” Ambiguity in matters of both borders and nationality
was the preferred British position in the Persian Gulf and elsewhere in their empire. After
all, finished the political agent, “the sense of nationality is in itself so incomplete and so
new a conception in these parts, that it is far better to leave the matter alone until action is

104
forced upon us.”

Flexibility was to be cherished until the British might be sure that
they could mold the newly forming conceptions of nationality to their interests. But they

certainly were not playing this game without a worthy opponent.

' From British Legation, Jedda to Principal Secretary of State for Foreign
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Chapter 5: Conclusion

At the end of the 1930’s, oil would be discovered in Saudi Arabia, rapidly altering
the kingdom’s fortunes and position in the international system. The years following
World War II would see the replacement of British power with American hegemony in
the Persian Gulf. Likewise, a new special relationship would be developed between the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the United States—one that endures to this day. The
majority of historiography about Saudi Arabia focuses on this moment and afterward.
Pre-oil Saudi Arabia is often depicted as having very little significance and almost no
similarity and linkage to the oil-rich kingdom that it would become. This research project
has attempted to take a different approach, looking beyond the story of tribal warfare and
Wahhabi ideology that fueled the nation’s beginnings. To be sure, these two elements
were certainly present in the early formation of Saudi Arabia, but they were not all of the
story.

Ibn Sa’ud did not expand and consolidate his domains through physical conquest
and Wahhabi ideology alone. Establishing sovereignty was also a key issue, and it was
pursued through multiple means. The king and his officials did not focus all of their
efforts on establishing physical borders but also borders between people—who was a
subject and who was not. These claims of sovereignty over the kingdom’s subjects were
particularly important when those individuals traveled abroad. This reason is why the
claims were intimately tied up with the institutions of passports, nationality papers, and
consuls operating abroad—individuals who were supposed to ensure that these things

functioned appropriately.
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Both the British and the Saudis understood what was at stake in the operation of
these institutions. When Ibn Sa’ud’s subjects carried Najdi passports, their identity as
such was preserved, rather than being lost in other identities such as Trans-Jordanian. To
carry a Najd passport served to distinguish that the country was its own, sovereign,
nation. The individual with the passport was also afforded certain rights and protections
that came with Najdi nationality. The exchange went both ways as the state could extract
resources, such as taxes, from those who were successfully designated as Najdi subjects.

It is also true that the British did initially counter-sign the first Najdi passports to
give them a stamp of legitimacy, but over time new Najdi passports were printed that did
not carrying a British endorsement. Ibn Sa’ud was able to use the power of the British to
begin the practice of issuing “legitimate” passports and then move away from needing the
colonial power’s endorsement. The goal was to make Najd sovereign and independent in
the region and the world on its own accord.

The attempt to establish consular representatives in Kuwait and Bahrain was
directly tied to the institution of the passport and projection of Najdi sovereignty. It was
also bound up with the struggle over identifying Najdi subjects, whether they accepted
these claims about their subjecthood or not. As such, the British were supremely sensitive
about the actions of Ibn Sa’ud’s agents abroad. Allowing a consul to operate in Kuwait or
Bahrain would permit another foreign power, aside from the British, to function in their
protectorate. It also meant that the individual could possibly have influence over the
internal workings of Bahrain or Kuwait, bringing the small kingdoms more fully into the
Saudi orbit and possibly jeopardizing their own independence (in addition to diminishing

the power of Britain). The British knew well how this situation could manifest itself as it
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was another variation on their own tactics abroad. However, even when Ibn Sa’ud’s agent
was not in one of their protectorates, such as French-mandate Syria, the British still
worked to minimize the independence of Najdi agents. Yet, they also could not
completely repudiate Ibn Sa’ud for his actions as he was simply participating in the
international arena as an independent power. He was playing their game in their language
of international diplomacy.

Ibn Sa’ud and his agents’ actions had another repercussion in the development of
the Persian Gulf during the interwar period. They forced the British to clarify certain
matters regarding nationality, movements of people, and the functioning of borders. It
pushed the British to confront questions about passports, sovereignty, and nationality that
they may not have faced in another situation, such as in Europe. Frontier environments
tend to be the locale where legal frameworks must be more concretely defined. In this era
of history, those frameworks included how to operationalize the concept of nation-states
and nationality, particularly in a location where these ideas had been imported. Both the
British and the Saudis were part of the dance that negotiated boundaries and practices of
sovereignty in the Middle East.

Abdul Aziz Ibn Sa’ud was not always successful in achieving his ambitious goals.
He and his agents ultimately lost out on their attempt to incorporate the Najd descended
population in Iraq’s al-Zubayr as Najdi subjects. The king would struggle with the British
well past 1932 to have official representation in Bahrain and Kuwait. He would suffer
multiple rebellions in Qatif—even though the Baharna of al-Ahsa were his subjects—and
though he would officially acquire ‘Asir in 1934, he would be unable to claim more of

Yemen. However, it was his kingdom that was the first to independently develop

69



passports, promulgate nationality laws without colonial oversight, and attempt to operate
consuls in the Persian Gulf. Though these feats could not have been accomplished
without the British, they were more often than not opposed to British interests in the
region. They brought into existence a foreign power that could provide a serious
challenge to British hegemony in its protectorates.

The 1932 Saudi delegation to Europe, mentioned in the introduction of this
project, was another example of an attempt to legitimize the country’s claims to
sovereignty on an international stage. By September 22, 1932, when the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia was officially established, its ruler and government officials had already
been playing the international game of claiming sovereignty for a decade, spending much
of their time wrestling with one of the foremost powers in the world: the British Empire.
The history of Saudi Arabia’s beginning is not complete without understanding this piece
of the story and realizing that more than tribal warfare and Wahhabi inspiration was

responsible for the creation of the desert kingdom.
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