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Introduction
The constitution of Bahrain1 clearly states that “the system of government
in the Kingdom of Bahrain is democratic, sovereignty being in the hands of
the people, the source of all powers. “Citizens, both men and women, are
entitled to participate in public affairs and may enjoy political rights,
including the right to vote and to stand for elections, in accordance with
the Conditions stated in the Constitution.”2
The constitution also states that “all citizens are equal before the law in
terms of rights and duties, without distinction of race, origin, language,
religion or belief”3 and that “every citizen shall have the right to express
himself orally, in writing or in any other way of expression of personal
opinion or creativity.”4

1

http://www.icla.up.ac.za/images/un/use-of-force/asia-pacific/Bahrain/Constitution%20Bahrain%202002.pdf
http://www.mofa.gov.bh/Default.aspx?tabid=125&language=en-US
3
http://www.mofa.gov.bh/Default.aspx?tabid=125&language=en-US
4
http://www.mofa.gov.bh/Default.aspx?tabid=125&language=en-US
2

4

Furthermore, Bahrain is a member state of the International Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD) -to which
it became signatory of in 1990.5 “The International Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination6 calls on all state members
to pursue by “all appropriate means and without delay a policy of
eliminating

racial

discrimination

in

all

its

forms

and

promoting

understanding among all races, and to undertake to engage in no act or
practice of racial discrimination against persons, groups of persons or
institutions and to ensure that all public authorities and public institutions,
national and local, shall act in conformity with this obligation”7. Even
though the constitution of the Kingdom of Bahrain and their international
human rights' obligations uphold commitment to achieve, maintain and
promote equality and eliminate discrimination, many reports argue that
the government of Bahrain has failed to adapt comprehensive strategies

5

http://www.bahrainrights.org/en/node/1092 / ICERD report
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CERD.aspx
7
The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination / article 2
6

5

to promote equality and eliminate discrimination that leads to economic,
political and social inequalities.

6

Inequality in Bahrain
Bahrain’s Economic Development Board8 released a study9 on income
inequality in Bahrain in 2011 that revealed striking information. Hasan Al
Hasan notes that “the study shows that the poorest 40% of the Bahraini
population only got relatively poorer between the years 1995 and 2006, as
they witnessed their share of the total annual income drop from 19.6% to
18.1% only”10. It is widely believed that the majority of lower class citizens
getting poorer are Shia citizens. “The United States Human Rights country
report on Bahrain in 2014 published by the BUREAU OF DEMOCRACY,
HUMAN RIGHTS, AND LABOR confirmed that discrimination continues
against the Shia population.”11 (website is not opening to check the source).

8

The Economic Development Board (EDB) is a Government agency with an overall responsibility for formulating
and overseeing the economic development strategy of the Kingdom of Bahrain and for creating the right climate
to achieve economic growth and stability
9
On the third quarter of 2011
10
The socio-economic foundations of Bahrain’s political crisis – Hasan Al Hasan
https://www.opendemocracy.net/hasan-tariq-al-hasan/socio-economic-foundations-of-bahrain%E2%80%99spolitical-crisis
11
http://bahrain.usembassy.gov/policy/human-rights-report.html / US State Department Human Rights report
on Bahrain in 2014
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The report quoted: “Lack of transparency in hiring processes, especially for
government positions, led to many complaints of discrimination based on
sect

or

ethnicity.

Human

rights

organizations

reported

managers

sometimes did not hire qualified applicants because of the neighborhoods
where they lived or their family names. Shia reported unemployment in
their communities was much higher than government estimates. Several
international firms reported pressure not to promote Shia to positions of
responsibility within their companies. Shia perceived employers subjected
them to different standards, and they were more likely to be fired”

12

Moreover, Hasan Al Hasan argues that “regardless of those Discriminative
acts being classified as intended or unintended acts, they had a huge
impact on the lives of Shia citizens and lead to the prevalence of outspread
frustration amongst them”13. (checked the website, should not be quoted)
Seth Kaplan also believes that Shias do not possess an appropriate share

12

http://bahrain.usembassy.gov/policy/human-rights-report.html / US State Department Human Rights report
on Bahrain in 2014
13
The socio-economic foundations of Bahrain’s political crisis – Hasan Al Hasan
https://www.opendemocracy.net/hasan-tariq-al-hasan/socio-economic-foundations-of-bahrain%E2%80%99spolitical-crisis

8

of wealth and political power14 although they constitute 60-65% of the
Bahraini Muslim population, while Sunni’s constitute 30 -35% of the
Bahraini Muslim population according to the United States Commission on
International Religious Freedom.15

Discrimination in Employment
Seth Kaplan argues that discrimination in employment is not necessarily a
result of a Sunni-Shiite conflict but could rather be the result of
governmental practices that lead to depriving the majority Shiite
population of their equality rights16. In addition, the Religious Freedom Unit
in the Bahrain Human Rights Observatory claims that “Sunni citizens often
received preference for employment in sensitive government positions, in
the managerial ranks of the civil service, and in the military. Shia continued
14

http://www.fragilestates.org/2012/05/16/bahrain-analyzing-inequities-between-sunnis-and-shiites/ Seth
Kaplan
15
http://www.uscirf.gov/countries/bahrain
16
http://www.fragilestates.org/2012/05/16/bahrain-analyzing-inequities-between-sunnis-and-shiites/ Seth
Kaplan

9

to assert they were unable to obtain government positions, especially in
the security services, because of their religious affiliation.”17
The Government of Bahrain refuses to provide details on the number of
Shias working in the ministry of Interior and the BDF18 but human rights
organizations Like Salam for Democracy Human Rights claimed that Shias
fail to represent more than 7% of the police and army19. The United States
Commission on International Religious Freedom20 stated in their 2013
country report on Bahrain that Shias occupy very few significant posts in
the police and Army.21
“The Minister of interior in Bahrain Sheikh Rashed Al Khalifa has gestured
in a TV interview with Al Arabiya TV channel that the appointment of non-

17

Religious Freedom Report 2013 – Bahrain Human Rights Observatory
Bahrain Defence Force (Army)
19
Sectarian Discrimination Report / Salam for Democracy & Human Rights
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/MinorityIssues/Session8/Item5/Salam%20for%20Dem
ocracy%20and%20Human%20Rights.doc
20
USCIRF is an independent, bipartisan U.S. federal government commission, the first of its kind in the world,
dedicated to defending the universal right to freedom of religion or belief abroad. USCIRF reviews the facts and
circumstances of religious freedom violations and makes policy recommendations to the President,the
Secretary of State, and Congress. USCIRF Commissioners are appointed by the President and the Congressional
leadership of both political parties
21
www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/resources/Bahrain%202013.pdf
18
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Bahrainis and the sectarian breakdown of the police is a strategy to
safeguard the society and ensure law is served”.22
Bahrain Human Rights Observatory also claims that “Shia citizens are also
underrepresented in senior positions at the Ministry of Education, Ministry
of Housing, Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Finance”. On the
3rd of October 2013, Al-Wefaq published a report23 on sectarian
discrimination in Bahrain that presented numbers and figures that could
imply sectarian discrimination in recruitment and appointments.
The report claimed that Shias do not represent more than 1% of the
employees at the Royal Court, Royal Guard, Bahrain Defense Force,
Supreme Defense Court, Supreme Council for Women, and the Royal
Charity Organization. According to the report, all these bodies lay under
the authority of the King of Bahrain. The report has also stated that only
9 positions from a total of 58 within the cabinet, ministries and deputies

22

During a TV interview with Al Arabiya Satellite Channel on the 19-Oct-2011
https://infogr.am/Equality-and-citizenship-the-base-for-democracy?src=embed / Al Wefaq report on
Sectarian Discrimination
23

11

of ministers are occupied by Shias. The report also stated that only 15% of
the executive authority in Bahrain is occupied by Shias. Shias only form
10% of senior and sensitive positions in government owned companies and
agencies like Gulf Air24, Central Bank, Tatweer, Bapco25, Batelco26, Alba27,
Formula One and the Civil Service Bureau. The report also states that
during the period between 14th February 2011 and 15th August 2012, the
King of Bahrain issued 198 decrees, orders and decisions, appointing a total
of 296 posts in senior positions, only 42 of which were given to Shias.
The report also claimed that from 16th August 2012 until 31st July 2013, “the
King issued 181 decrees, orders and decisions, appointing 181 posts, only 29
of which were given to Shiites. Thus, according to the figures published in
the report, it is evident that “during a period of 28 months, the king made

24

Bahrain’s National Airline Carrier
Bahrain Petroleum Company
26
Bahrain Telecommunication Company
27
Aluminum Bahrain Company
25
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477 assignments in official posts, but only 71 posts equivalent to 14.9% of
the total were given to Shites”28
Based on the above, it is hard to convince international human rights
organizations, United Nations bodies and the international community
that the government of Bahrain is taking appropriate steps to find
sustainable solutions to confront social, political and economic inequalities.

Do inequalities play a major role in the crisis in
Bahrain?
This question is not different from other controversial disputes and
debates governing the political and social environment in this small
country. There are two controversial and contradictory narrations related
to inequalities in Bahrain. The Government of Bahrain and its loyalists

28

https://infogr.am/Equality-and-citizenship-the-base-for-democracy?src=embed / Al Wefaq report on
Sectarian Discrimination
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claim that published reports by international human rights bodies and
organizations that claim that the government practices sectarian
discrimination and inequalities are built on false information. On the other
hand, the democratic opposition parties and the majority of Shia citizens
claim that political, social and economic inequalities are a major driver to
the ongoing crisis in Bahrain. Shia citizens and the political opposition rely
on International Human Rights Reports29 to validate their claim. Therefore
I will attempt to examine whether inequalities have a role in the crisis in
Bahrain in light of three theories:
1. Nicholas Sambanis theory on the relationship between Wealth &
Civil Unrest
2. Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler Greed and Grievance theory
3. Frances Stewart horizontal inequalities theory

29

http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/Middle%20East%20North%20Africa/Iran%20Gulf/Bahrain/Bahrains
%20Sectarian%20Challenge.pdf Crisis Group report on Bahrain 2005
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Nicholas

Sambanis

theory

on

the

relationship

between Wealth & Civil Unrest
As stated by Rens Willems, “The common argument in any country where
there are large political or economic or social inequalities between groups
is that citizens who feel deprived, disadvantaged & underprivileged are
likely to become frustrated with the political, social & economic elite.”30 .
He adds that this may lead such groups to organize themselves into
movements struggling to achieve equal rights and attempting to improve
their economic, political and social position31.
Nicholas Sambanis32 believes that “There is a strong relationship between
the wealth of a country and the probability of it suffering from civil

30

When do inequalities cause conflict? Rens Willems- December 2012
http://www.thebrokeronline.eu/Articles/When-do-inequalities-cause-conflict
31
When do inequalities cause conflict? Rens Willems- December 2012
http://www.thebrokeronline.eu/Articles/When-do-inequalities-cause-conflict
32
Nicholas Sambanis is Professor of Political Science at Yale University. His publications have appeared in
several journals, including the American Political Science Review, World Politics, The Journal of Conflict
Resolution, Perspectives on Politics, and The Journal of African Economies. He is the co-author of Making War
and Building Peace, a book about United Nations peacebuilding published by Princeton University Press in 2006.
He is co-editor of Understanding Civil War: Evidence and Analysis, two volumes of case studies on civil war,
published by the World Bank in 2005. He is currently working on a book on the causes of self-determination
movements and secessionist civil war. Professor Sambanis is researching questions on violent civil conflict; the
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unrest.”33 Rens Willems also highlights the conclusion of Humphreys work
on the relationship between economics and violent conflict by quoting him:
“The risk of civil war is much higher in poor than in rich countries. A country
with a GDP34 per capita of $250 has a 15 percent chance of descending into
conflict at some point in the coming five years while, in a country with a
GDP of $1250 per person, the chances are less than 4%.”35”36. This
argument might explain why Bahrain is more vulnerable to conflicts and
unrest than other Arab states forming the Gulf Cooperation Council37. “The
GDP per capita in Bahrain according to the World Data Bank in 2013 was
24,689.11 USD while the GDP per capita in Qatar in 2013 was 93,714.06

interaction of economic development, political institutions, and civil war; and the uses of international
organizations to prevent or resolve large-scale political violence.
33
Sambanis, N. (2004) Poverty and the Organization of Political Violence. In: Globalization, Poverty, and
Inequality. Brookings Trade Forum. Washington D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, pp. 165-211; Collier, P.
Hoeffler, A. Rohner, D. (2008) Beyond Greed and Grievance: Feasibility of Civil War. Department of Economics,
University of Oxford
34
Gross Domestic Income
35
Humphreys, M. (2002) Economics and Violent Conflict. Harvard CPI Portal on Economics and Conflict,
Framework Paper, p. 2.
36
When do inequalities cause conflict? Rens Willems- December 2012
37
The Cooperation Council for the Arab States of the Gulf: originally (and still colloquially) known as the Gulf
Cooperation Council is a regional intergovernmental political and economic union consisting of all Arab states of
the Persian Gulf, except for Iraq. Its member states are Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the
United Arab Emirates. All current member states are monarchies
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USD”38. Thus the probability of unrest & conflict in Bahrain in comparison
with Qatar is much higher according to Nicholas Sambanis’ argument.
Inequalities in wealth have the potential to lead to unrest, disputes and
violence between political, social and economic classes. The March
Intifada39 in March 1965 led by Leftist groups40 in Bahrain is a clear example
of how economic inequalities could lead to widespread frustration and
conflict. The events started after laying off hundreds of lower class
Bahraini workers at the Bahrain Petroleum Company (BAPCO) on March 5,
1965. The layoff of workers resulted in clashes between protesters and
police and led to the death of some protesters.41

42

38

World Bank Data
The uprising started when students of Manama High School, which then was the only high school in Bahrain,
protested against the laying off of hundreds of workers at BAPCO (Bahrain Petroleum Company), however, the
protest was quickly suppressed by the infantry. The news of the crackdown created a nationwide uprising which
would last for a month
40
The National Liberation Front—Bahrain is a clandestine Marxist-Leninist party in Bahrain that played a leading
role in the uprising. It was founded on 15 February 1955, the first left party in the Arab states of the Gulf region
41
http://gutenberg.us/articles/march_intifada
42
In April 14, 1965, a civilian named Faisal Algassab was the first person to be killed as a result of participation in
the Intifada. He was being chased by armed police oficer Ahmad Alkhaloo who shot Algassab as he was
returning to his residence, causing Algassab to scream in anguish, catching the attention of onlookers and
spurring a large crowd at the scene. The officer continued to shoot Algassab until he was presumed dead,
causing his blood to be splattered on the walls of his house. Five other individuals were killed due to
39
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Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler theory
Rens Willems states that “Paul Collier43 and Anke Hoeffler44 argue that
income inequality is insignificant in determining the probability of conflict,
and

even

reject

altogether

the

argument

that

grievances

cause

conflicts.”4546 He states that “they argue that it takes more than
frustrations resulting from inequalities to organize a rebellion or civil
unrest.”47 However, it is hard to argue that there is no relationship between
income inequalities and civil unrest in Bahrain. It is also hard to convince

participation in the protests, including Abdullah Saeed Alghanim, Jassim Khalil Abdullah, Abdullah Hussain
Bunawda, Abdulnabi Sarhan, and Abdullah Marhoon.
43
Sir Paul Collier, CBE (born 23 April 1949) is Professor of Economics and Public Policy in the Blavatnik School of
Government at the University of Oxford.He is also a Director of the International Growth Centre, the Director of
the Centre for the Study of African Economies, and a Fellow of St Antony's College, Oxford.
44
Dr Anke Hoeffler is a research officer at the Centre for the Study of African Economies. She holds an
economics degree from the University of Würzburg, Germany, an M. Sc. in economics from Birkbeck College,
University of London and a D.Phil. in economics from the University of Oxford. Her research interests are mainly
in the areas of economic growth and the economics of conflict. She is also a senior associate member at the
International Peace Research Institute Oslo where she participates in an interdisciplinary study of the
relationship between development aid and civil war.
45
When do inequalities cause conflict? Rens Willems- December 2012
46
Collier, P. and Hoeffler, A. (2004) “Greed and Grievance in Civil War.” in: Oxford Economic Papers. 56(4): 563595, p. 577
47
When do inequalities cause conflict? Rens Willems- December 2012
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observers in Bahrain that income inequalities are not related to the level
of frustration in the streets. Feeling deprived of equal economic rights with
fellow citizens would lead to frustration which could consequently lead to
rebellion and possibly a violent confrontation with those responsible for
inequalities in the eyes of the deprived class.

Frances Stewart’s theory
Ren Willems explains that “Horizontal inequalities occur between different
ethnic, religious or regional groups” when governments fail to eliminate all
forms of discrimination and to exercise equal citizenship for all nationals
regardless of religious, racial or social background”48. He quotes Frances
Stewart who believes that “When cultural differences coincide with

48

When do inequalities cause conflict? Rens Willems- December 2012
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economic and political differences between groups, this can cause deep
resentment that may lead to violent struggles.”49
He further explains that Frances Stewart50 believes “that inequalities in
social, political and cultural dimensions are in many circumstances as
influential as economic inequalities in conflicts. Inequalities that have the
potential to lead to unrest, rebellion, conflict and violence may include the
following:

•

“Economic inequalities include access to and ownership of financial,
human, natural resource-based and social assets. They also include
inequalities in income levels and employment opportunities.

49

Stewart and Brown, cited in Stewart, F. (2010) Horizontal Inequalities as a Cause of Conflict: A Review of CRISE
Findings. World Development Report 2011 Background Paper, p. 3.
50
Frances Julia Stewart (born 4 August 1940) is professor of development economics and director of the Centre
for Research on Inequality, Human Security and Ethnicity (CRISE), University of Oxford. A pre-eminent
development economist, she was named one of fifty outstanding technological leaders for 2003 by Scientific
American. She was president of the Human Development and Capability Association from 2008–2010.
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•

Social

inequalities

include

access

to

services

like

education,

healthcare, housing, etc.
•

Political inequalities include the distribution of political opportunities
and power among groups, such as control over local, regional and
national institutions of governance, the army and the police. They
also include inequalities in people’s capabilities to participate
politically and express their needs.

•

Cultural inequalities include disparities in the recognition and
standing of the language, religion, customs, norms and practices of
different groups.”51

I (first person?) believe the closest theory to explaining the relationship
between the crisis in Bahrain and inequality is Frances Stewart’s theory.

51

When do inequalities cause conflict? Rens Willems- December 2012/ Stewart and Brown, cited in Stewart, F.
(2010) Horizontal Inequalities as a Cause of Conflict: A Review of CRISE Findings. World Development Report
2011 Background Paper, p. 3.
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All the levels of inequalities he has mentioned, especially political and
social inequalities, play a major role in the crisis in Bahrain. Although
economic inequality is a player in conflict, it is inaccurate to regard it as
the only driver to unrest and frustration amongst a large population of
citizens. Alas, Seth Kaplan52 believes that “the Sunni minority holds a
disproportionate share of political power and benefits more than the
Shia majority and considers these inequalities to be a key driver of the
civil unrest”53.

52

Seth D. Kaplan is a Professorial Lecturer in the Paul H. Nitze School of Advanced International Studies (SAIS) at
Johns Hopkins University, Senior Adviser for the Institute for Integrated Transitions (IFIT), and consultant to
organizations working on governance, state building, and poverty reduction
53
http://www.fragilestates.org/2012/05/16/bahrain-analyzing-inequities-between-sunnis-and-shiites/
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