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CAVEAT IAW Army Regulation 360-1: The views expressed in this article are those of the 
author and do not reflect the official policy or position of the Department of the Army, 
Department of Defense, or the U.S. Government. 
 
Thesis:  This paper challenges an apparent assumption that the Middle East lacks 
democracy.  By looking at tribal societies of the Arabian Peninsula through the lens of 
Locke’s ‘Second Treatise, of Civil Government,’ this essay seeks to show tribal societies of the 
Arabian Peninsula exhibit a tradition of basic human freedom and equality, consent-based 
lawmaking, and objective adjudication and enforcement of laws that aligns Arabian tribal 
societies with Western democratic philosophical values in a manner that suggests 
contemporary democratization policy may benefit from a more refined philosophical 
approach. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
“The best cure for what ails the Middle East is what it has lacked: free debate and 
democracy”…concludes the Washington Post’s December 16, 2011 editorial opinion 
encouraging policymakers to support the 2011 Arab Spring’s projects of change throughout 
the Middle East.  Indeed, since the inception of former President George W. Bush’s 
democratization agenda in 2002, makers of foreign policy, think tanks and scholars have 
focused on few subjects as intensely as that of democratization in the Middle East.1  The Arab 
Spring ensures the foreign policy focus on democratization in the Middle East isn’t going 
away.  President Obama’s May 20, 2011 Middle East Policy speech, Defense Secretary Leon 
Panetta’s recent visit to Libya in support of democratic transition there, and recent western 
foreign policy focus on reform in Syria are but a few examples that attest to the prominence of 
democratization in US foreign policy.2 
 

                                                
1 Craner, Lorne. “Will US Democratization Policy Work?” Middle East QuarterlyVolume XIII: 
Number 3: 3-10, 2006. http://www.meforum.org/942/will-us-democratization-policy-work; Youngs, 
Richard. “Misunderstanding the maladies of liberal democracy promotion.” Working paper no. 106, 
FRIDE European Think Tank for Global Action, Madrid, Spain, 
2011.http://www.fride.org/publication/884/misunderstanding-the-maladies-of-liberal-democracy-
promotion, 1-16. 
2 Cole, Juan. “Obama and the Dilemma of US Middle East Policy.” Informed Comment: Thoughts on 
the Middle East, History and Religion, May 20, 2011. http://www.juancole.com/2011/05/obama-and-
the-dilemmas-of-us-middle-east-policy.html; Shanker, Thom and Liam Stack. “Panetta is First US 
Defense Secretary to Visit Libya,” New York Times, Dec 17, 
2011.http://www.nytimes.com/2011/12/18/world/africa/leon-panetta-defense-secretary-libya-visit.html. 
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The size, scope and direction of Western – indeed, American – democratization 
policies vary as much as the challenges that critics levy against them.  Richard Youngs’ 2011 
FRIDE European Think Tank study presents a plethora of recent democratization policies, 
and their critiques, defending democratization to a certain extent by insightfully arguing the 
critiques do not hold up under close inspection.3  From the most prolific policy to the most 
obscure, one idea made apparent in Youngs’ work is that whatever their success or failure, 
democratization policies since 9/11 do not want for effort, thought or research, either by those 
who promulgate them or by those who critique them.  While this essay seeks to add to the 
burgeoning debate on democratization in the Middle East, it does not mean to suggest that 
any failures of democratization result from a lack of research, effort or expertise. 
 

Despite his attacks on critiques of democratization, Richard Youngs does not give 
democratization policies a free pass, either.  Youngs argues that despite the error in many 
critiques of democratization policy, the policies themselves must do a better job of taking a 
more “nuanced” approach, which includes, among other forms of analysis, a more engaged 
philosophical look at the underpinnings of democracy. 4   Acknowledging the benefits 
democratization policies aim to achieve (e.g. improved human rights and freedoms, economic 
improvement through market liberalization, and decreased motivation for terrorism, to name 
a few alluded to by Lorne Craner’s 2006 article cited above), one assumption, noted by the 
above-cited Washington Post editorial, that seems to have underlined democratization policy 
in the Middle East since 2002 it is that the Middle East needs democracy because it “has 
lacked” it.  Contemporary anthropological studies challenge this assumption, that the Middle 
East – more specifically, the Arabian Peninsula – “has lacked” democracy.  Perhaps taking a 
cue from Youngs’ discussion encouraging deeper philosophical inspection of the 
underpinnings of democracy, this article proposes to do just that, looking at one aspect of 
Middle Eastern society – Arabian tribes, as depicted in relevant contemporary 
anthropological literature – through one particular philosophical lens, namely, John Locke, 
the thinker whose ideas (arguably) squarely underpin much of the American democratic 
tradition. 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 

According to Peter Woll, American “…governmental institutions, processes and 
traditions rest upon [John Locke’s] principles such as the primacy of the individual…and a 
political and social equality among men in which no man shall count for more than another…”5  
This is not to suggest all governments of the world must base their constitutions on the 
theoretical treatises of John Locke.  It is, however, valid to challenge the assumption that the 
Middle East “has lacked” democracy by showing how, if at all, John Locke’s theory emerges in 
the practice of tribal custom in the Arabian Peninsula.  If the very theoretical fiber of the 
unique American democracy, as articulated by Locke and accepted by the American 
tradition, is apparent in Arabian tribal practice, perhaps policy makers will see a need to re-
assess their underlying assumptions of democratization policy.  If democratic theory is 
apparent in tribal practice, perhaps that would require, as Youngs asserts, a more nuanced 
approach to democratization policies than what the past 10 years have produced.  Close 
inspection of relevant anthropological texts from this perspective may provide clearer insights 

                                                
3 Youngs, 1-11. 
4 Ibid, 3, 12-16 
5 Woll, Peter, editor. American Government: Readings and Cases.  (Glenview, Ill: Scott, 
Foresman/Little, Brown Higher Education, 1990). 
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into how closely Arabian tribal societies live with democratic values, and thus clarify whether 
or not these societies have or have not “lacked” democracy. 
 

In his ‘Second Treatise, of Civil Government,’ Locke articulates a problem and a 
solution.  The problem, according to Locke, is that our basic human “state of Nature”, where 
individuals are free to live as they wish so long as they don’t infringe on the freedom and/or 
property of others, is inherently dangerous exactly because each individual is vulnerable to 
infringement of their freedom and/or possessions by another.6  Therefore in articulating the 
problem, Locke articulates some fundamental truths that western – again, American – 
societies accept about the value of human beings: 1) every person is completely equal to every 
other, free to do as they wish without infringing upon others’ freedom; 2) every person has a 
right to property; 3) every person has a right to seek redress or compensation if they are 
wronged by another person.7   
 

Locke then articulates the solution, by introducing the idea that individuals willingly 
sacrifice some of their personal freedoms in exchange for the security and sustainability 
provided by civil government.  He specifies this solution in terms of what must be the ends of 
civil government.  First, there must be a known law that all agree upon as the standard.  
Second, there must be a known and indifferent judge to adjudicate disputes if/when a 
violation of that law occurs.  Third, there must be a force of power to execute and enforce 
punishment.  As a means to ensure these ends, legislatures receive power to legislate the law, 
but not without the complete consent of and accountability to those people for whom they are 
legislating.8 
 

Therefore, contemporary anthropological studies may provide insight into whether 
or not Arabian tribal societies demonstrate parallels to three particular aspects of Locke’s 
view: 1) the value of the individual; 2) the ends of civil government; or 3) the means of civil 
government.   
 
TRIBAL VIEWS OF THE VALUE OF THE INDIVIDUAL 
 

Shelagh Wier’s 2007 anthropological study of the Razih tribe in Yemen illuminates a 
tribal view on the value of the individual similar to that described by Locke.  According to 
Wier, Razih tribal law, or ‘urf, holds that basic rights of people and property are “inviolable” 
and that “[u]nderlying the rules and practices of ‘urf are fundamental assumptions about the 
rights of individuals and groups to dignity, autonomy, security, justice, compensation, 
retribution, and apology.  An important strength of ‘urf is that these principles and their 
related procedures are rooted in the values and norms of ordinary relationships and therefore 
widely understood”.9  Also, the Yemeni tribespeople have a “drive for order” and a “vivid 
awareness that everyone’s livelihood is intensely vulnerable to major disorder”.10  Additionally, 
“unauthorized action by individuals or groups within tribes is generally frowned upon – 

                                                
6 Locke, John. “Second Treatise, of Civil Government.” in American Government, Readings and 
Cases, edited by Peter Woll. (Glenview, Ill: Scott, Foresman/Little, Brown Higher Education, 1990 
[originally published 1690]), 5. 
7 Ibid, 5-6. 
8 Ibid, 6-9. 
9 Wier, Shelagh. Tribal Order: Politics and Law in the Mountains of Yemen. (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 2007), 156, 149. 
10 Ibid, 143-4. 
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especially if it causes other people problems”.11  Wier’s observations of tribal society echo 
Locke’s emphasis on the inherent equality and rights of the individual, as well as Locke’s 
contention that vulnerability drives individuals to seek security through the order provided by 
civil government. 
 

As a somewhat contrasting example, Steven Caton’s 2005 ethno-memoir of tribal 
conflict and its mediation in Yemen might indicate an inherent class division that contradicts 
Locke’s value of the individual.  Contrary to Locke’s view of individual equality, Caton’s 
research points to class divisions between tribe members and servants that suggest all are not, 
in fact, equal.  Caton describes a successful merchant of the servant class who is prohibited by 
social convention and the higher ranking elements of society (tribes and sāda, or descendants 
of the Prophet Muhammad) from owning land.12  Caton adds, “…categorization of work, 
ranking the tribesmen above the servants and regulating jobs as well as access to material 
resources, is central to the political economy of Yemen”.13  Donald Cole’s 1975 ethnography of 
Bedouin tribes of the Arabian Peninsula’s Empty Quarter also suggests similar class divisions 
inherent in Arabian tribal society.14  Mandana Limbert’s 2010 ethnography of an Omani town, 
along with Anne Meneley’s 1996 ethnography of a Yemeni town both give significant 
attention to the observation of similar class distinctions.15  As a potential clarifying perspective 
to these observations of class division, Andrea Rugh’s 2007 study of the political culture of 
leadership in the United Arab Emirates concludes that despite hierarchical relationships 
within the tribes, the tribes themselves are equal: “The tribal model has discrete units – 
families, tribal sections, and tribes – that at each level are treated equally…In becoming more 
powerful or more adaptive, the units keep the essential ability to group and regroup.”16 
 
TRIBAL VIEWS OF THE ENDS OF CIVIL GOVERNMENT 
 

Wier’s research indicates a clear parallel between the Yemeni tribal view and Locke’s 
view of the ends of government.  According to Wier’s research, the Yemeni tribal patterns of 
government exhibit strong concurrence with all three of Locke’s requirements for the ends of 
government – they have a known law that all consent to, they have indifferent judges, and they 
have power to enforce punishment.  With regard to Locke’s requirement for known law, Weir 
insightfully describes a tribal law practiced with full consent of those to whom it applies: “’The 
law’ is not…a dictatorial imposition by an elite few on a powerless and unwilling majority.  It 
is rather an ideal system which people charge their leaders with administering on their 
authority, or inciting dissidence or defection, if they do so inadequately or pursue their own 
interest to the detriment of those of their constituents.”17  Fredrik Barth’s 1983 ethnography of 
an Omani town also portrays a certain intimacy between ruler and ruled by characterizing the 
tribal sheikh responsible for enforcing the law as someone who, “…should be close to all 

                                                
11 Ibid, 144. 
12 Caton, Steven. Yemen Chronicle: An Anthropology of War and Mediation. (New York: Hill and 
Wang. 2005), 56. 
13 Ibid, 52. 
14 Cole, Donald Powell, Nomads of the Nomads: The Al-Murrah Bedouin of the Empty Quarter. 
(Hawthorne, NY: Aldine, 1975.), 72. 
15 Limbert, Mandana. In the Time of Oil: Piety, Memory & Social Life in an Omani Town. (Stanford, 
CA: Stanford University Press, 2010); Menely, Anne.  Tournaments of Value: Sociability and 
Hierarchy in a Yemeni Town. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996). 
16 Rugh, Andrea B. Political Culture of Leadership in the United Arab Emirates. (Basingstoke, UK: 
Palgrave, 2007), 221. 
17 Wier, 144. 
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people:  to the boy he is like a boy, he is an equal with the poor man, and with the rich he is 
the equal of the richest.”18  With regard to Locke’s requirement for indifferent judges, both 
Wier and Caton extensively describe tribal processes of “negotiation, arbitration and 
compromise” which enjoy the full trust and support of the tribes-people.19  Caton’s extensive 
description of the protracted mediation sequence of a particularly divisive inter-tribal feud 
indicates how the people of the tribes place their trust in the tribal system to arrange an 
objective mediator when the tribal sheikhs themselves are unable to resolve it.20  Finally, tribes 
also provide the power that Locke would argue is so important to ensure just enforcement of 
meted punishments and/or compensation: “…primary responsibility for extracting penalties 
and costs from reluctant criminals or subscribers falls on the…clans and wards…If [they] 
cannot persuade an offender to pay up, they resort to summoning external guarantors from 
their own or another tribe – according to the severity of the problem and the relevant pacts.”21 
 
TRIBAL VIEWS OF THE MEANS OF CIVIL GOVERNMENT  
 

Wier’s research again provides detailed evidence that would indicate tribal agreement 
with Locke on the means to achieve government’s ends:  laws that are created by a legislature, 
accountable to the people, acting with the consent of the people.  Wier describes an informal 
tribal process of lawmaking, parallel to that of a legislature itself: “If all the meetings at which 
[tribal members] agree and ratify their laws and enshrine them…are considered collectively, 
and as connected processes, they can be regarded as functionally equivalent to the legislative 
assemblies of states.”22 
 
CONCLUSION 
 

Contrary to the Washington Post’s December 16, 2011 editorial opinion, relevant 
anthropological literature would suggest Arabian tribes have not “lacked” a democratic 
tradition.  The relevant anthropological literature studied here unambiguously supports and 
parallels two of the three of Locke’s precepts examined: namely, that of the ends of civil 
government, and that of the means of civil government.  Only regarding Locke’s view of the 
inherent value of every individual, does our analysis show a more ambivalent result.  While 
some literature supports Locke’s view, other relevant literature does in fact suggest that class 
divisions in Arab tribal societies would contradict Locke’s view.  This ambivalence suggests 
Arabian tribal societies show a certain propensity to view all individuals as equal, while at the 
same time exhibiting a general inclination toward demarcation by class boundaries that define 
unequal status for members of each class.  It is noteworthy here to clarify that our 21st century 
reading of Locke’s inherent value of the individual probably infers a greater degree of equality 
across the social spectrum than Locke himself intended, since, in other examples of his 
writings, he accepted the class demarcations of his day as part and parcel of civil society.23  On 
the whole, then, one could reasonably conclude, given Arabian tribal societies’ propensity to 

                                                
18 Barth, Fredrik. Sohar: Culture and Society in an Omani Town. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press. 1983), 66. 
19 Wier, 167-8. 
20 Canton, Yemen Chroncile, 70-5; Canton, Steven,“Tribe and Tribalism.”Lectures for SW 46, 
Anthropology of Arabia, Harvard Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, Cambridge, MA, September 
20, 22, 27 and 29, 2011. 
21 Wier, 187. 
22 Ibid, 154. 
23 Tuck, Richard. “Carolina and Atlantis.” Lecture for Government 2099, John Locke, Harvard 
Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, (Cambridge, MA, February 16, 2012). 
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exhibit enough of a parallel with the value of the individual and the ends and means of civil 
governments as described by Locke, that assuming Arabian tribal societies lack democracy 
would be inaccurate.  In cases where class divisions challenge Locke’s fundamental equality of 
the individual, we have literature to suggest tribes as units are completely equal, even if 
individuals within the system may not be, thus indicating a tribal parallel with the concept, if 
not the application, of Locke’s precept.    
 

This is not to censure Western policies of democratization in the Middle East.  As 
mentioned above, far too much work worldwide has gone into successful attempts to bring 
the benefits of democratized societies to undemocratic nations.  Indeed, it is acknowledged 
most democratization policies are aimed at nation-states rather than the tribal societies 
discussed here.  From this analysis, however, we may gain greater appreciation for the benefit 
of challenging normative assumptions, in this case using liberal democratic philosophical 
analysis of anthropological literature as a tool for such a challenge.  This supports Richard 
Youngs’ contention (albeit in much simpler form) that makers of democratization policy, for 
all their successes and critiques levied against them, could stand to predicate policy upon 
somewhat of a more refined approach, even a philosophical and/or anthropological one.  This 
would ensure policy toward a particular society does not go forward until one makes an 
accurate assessment of where that society stands in relation to the existence, or lack thereof, of 
inherent, even philosophical, democratic values.   We may also reasonably say the assumption 
that the Middle East has “lacked” free debate and democracy indicates a misguided attempt to 
simplify issues in the Middle East that in fact require complex understanding.  As Youngs 
might say, or as Caton said often while instructing students on the merits of tribalism, or 
stated in his 2010 Foreign Policy article regarding the politics of Yemen, the problem, and the 
solution, are much more “nuanced” than that.24  There is probably still much room for 
democratization policy by Western nations, namely, the United States.  Rather than begin 
with the assumption that the Middle East needs democracy because it “has lacked” it, policy 
makers would do well to assume each Middle Eastern nation’s situation is inherently unique, 
their peoples may exhibit a democratic social tradition of their own from one of a number of 
traditions, and before we decide on the policy we need to fully understand the society and its 
social traditions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
24 Youngs, 3; Canton, Tribe and Tribalism; Canton, Steven,“Yemen: Not on the Verge of 
Collapse.”Foreign Policy, August 11, 2010. 
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