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Abstract
How do IR scholars ‘write’ the Arab Gulf? In attempting to address this question, 
the focus is twofold: first, the ‘small state’ as a construct and second, its applica-
tion to the study of Gulf small states. The article tries to grapple with issues inher-
ent in such an enterprise by providing a critical assessment of recent scholarship on 
the topic, with special reference to Qatar and the UAE. The problematic comes to 
the fore in a context of these two countries’ increasing regional and international 
visibility, as well as what seems to be renewed scholarly interest in small states, 
more generally. Specifically, this analysis primarily seeks to relativize the small state 
within the Arab Gulf sub-region, drawing attention to ontological and epistemologi-
cal issues. In so doing, the article offers some heuristics for the writing of small 
states in the Arab Gulf. One suggestion put forward in the article is more scrutiny 
of the regional context; what is called here the ‘hydrocarbon semi-periphery’; and 
misgivings (conceptual and empirical) concerning, respectively, the treatment of 
‘soft power,’ mediation, and intervention. One parting idea to derive from this line 
of inquiry is its cautionary note against inflating the utility or the explanatory power 
of a catch-all ‘small state’ construct when it comes to non-Western settings.
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Introduction

Nothing vitiates the explanatory power of a concept more than misuse. As a con-
struct, existing consideration of the ‘small state’ in relation to Arab Gulf states 
causes inevitable confusion. This article problematizes the long-debated IR con-
struct of small states. Research has inquired into the uniqueness of small states or 
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small powers relative to ‘great powers’ (Rothstein 1968), as well as the (inconclu-
sive) impact of smallness as size on democratic governance (Dahl and Tufte 1973). 
Because their resources are fewer than large states, ‘joint action’ is more likely 
among small states, East (1973) suggested, while Keohane (1969, 296) deemed 
them incapable of consequentially impacting the international system. Alternatively, 
small states can have ‘big influence’ upon allies such as the USA (Keohane 1971). 
Decades after these classic characterizations, work on ‘small states’ seems to center 
less on conceptual puzzles and more on the empirical trajectory of small states with 
unexpected international stature or influence. However,  what happens when the 
small state construct is carried over into non-Western contexts, namely the Arab 
Middle East? In addressing such a question, this article seeks to parse the concept 
and its application, with special reference to wealthy small Gulf states Qatar and 
the UAE that have catapulted to regional and international prominence over the last 
two decades and especially since the 2011 ‘Arab Spring.’ We engage in a critique 
of the application of the ‘small state’ concept to these prosperous rentier states. By 
selecting these two cases, we do not adopt here a kind of Qatar or UAE ‘exception-
alism.’ Instead, we seek to problematize the writing of small states by stressing sali-
ent features in Qatar and the UAE that are absent in the other three small Gulf states. 
Qatar’s population stands around 2.8 million and a GDP of roughly $146 billion in 
2020, while the UAE’s population nears 10 million and its GDP was $421 billion 
in 2019.  Neighboring small state Kuwait is also wealthy but has not engaged as 
visibly in regional and international politics, despite the soft power-like mediation 
efforts in the GCC blockade/crisis. Oman is not an oil-rich state, and Bahrain mani-
fests patterns of sub-regional foreign policy dependency on Saudi Arabia. Thus, our 
choice of these two cases rests on empirical (wealthy Gulf small states with ascend-
ant regional prominence and intervention) and intellectual (increasing scholarly 
interest in these two countries) grounds. The gist of the approach here emphasizes 
post/decoloniality, implicating not the small states Qatar and the UAE themselves, 
but their writing. The aim is not to simply present new empirical analysis but more 
probingly, to investigate the knowledge-practices of research on small states.

The travel of constructs from the West to the rest creates epistemological prob-
lems. Application of the concept in the Middle East and Gulf states in particular 
seems wanting. Sometimes, the usage of this IR terminology gets caught in ongo-
ing political rivalries, as between Qatar and the UAE. Ours is not a suggestion to 
cast aside the ‘small state’ construct in the Gulf or elsewhere. Rather, it is a call to 
localized, qualified usage. The very concept of ‘Gulf’ is an irritant. Is the Gulf Per-
sian or Arab? Are the GCC states ‘quasi-states’ or full sovereign states? At the lev-
els of identity, society, polity, culture, and given the diversity within the sub-region, 
assumptions about the ‘Gulf’ and its states are open to question. These conceptual 
quandaries are compounded in discussions of Gulf small states. Even good scholar-
ship can be pushed a bit to provide better accounts, rising to the occasion of the Gulf 
states’ regional prominence. One challenge is striking a balance between critical 
conceptual treatment and empirical work through robust, intellectual reflection. The 
scholarly vocation involves transporting and applying concepts, a part of knowledge-
making. The corpus of knowledge on Gulf small states is incomplete, we argue. It 
calls for more incisive, rigorous research. Hence, in this special issue, our working 
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definition of (Arab) Middle Eastern small states refers to those with (relatively) lim-
ited capacities and populations; trenchant colonizer/colonized frictions (politically, 
economically, culturally); embeddedness in the MENA regional context and its 
various contests and realignments; and continued ‘penetration’ by external powers, 
regional and international.

We open up the article with a critique of existing scholarship on small states, 
including with reference to Qatar and the UAE. Next, we argue for a critical and 
postcolonial/decolonizing approach to the study of small states. We then offer three 
empirically-based heuristics for critical consideration of Gulf small stateness: atten-
tion to the regional context, the quasi-dependencies of what we call the ‘hydrocar-
bon semi-periphery,’ and the exigencies of Gulf small state ‘soft power.’ The con-
clusion hints at the need to, however roughly, disaggregate small states to account 
for the variability and diversity of what is after all a construct, subject to nuanced 
revision with attention to spatio-temporal situatedness and context.

Gulf small states: blind spots and unasked questions

To a great extent and across theoretical schools, scholarship on the international pol-
itics of the Arab world and the Gulf states remains mired in Euro-American prisms. 
The ‘decolonizing’ agenda has instead focused on China, India, Latin America, and 
even Turkey (Fonseca 2019). Recent work on the Gulf small states exemplifies the 
limits of extant approaches that do not adequately interrogate constructs developed 
in other settings before transplanting them. Like modern (Westphalian) statehood, 
the malleable categorization of small states is Western in origin. Neumann and 
Gstohl (2008) trace this ‘residual category’ back to the 1815 Congress of Vienna 
(3–6). It is not surprising, then, that Gulf specificities pertaining to political (monar-
chical authoritarianism, with the qualified exception of Kuwait and Bahrain), eco-
nomic (rentier), sociocultural (tribal and Islamic) systems and their situatedness in 
international hierarchies, stretch the limits of the ‘small state’ concept. Examina-
tions of reigning epistemologies and ontologies—aided by a critical and postcolo-
nial lens—thus precede the dilemma of which major IR theory is most fitting to 
study Arab/Gulf small states. For, as Braveboy-Wagner (2008) suggests, the hetero-
geneity of small states implies that there may be no singularly suitable theoretical 
approach to their study (8–15).

Through their increasing visibility and self-insertion into international are-
nas, the Gulf small states Qatar and the UAE may defy realist expectations of 
irrelevance stemming from perpetual (military) weakness. Yet the trajectories of 
their rapid emergence do not sit well with liberalism’s emphasis on democratic 
values. Thurer’s proposition that adherence to liberal human rights norms and 
"good-neighborliness and solidarity toward the international community" will 
enhance the potential standing of small states (1998, 42) does not seem quite rel-
evant. Qatar and the UAE have become active players in international organiza-
tions from the UN to FIFA, but their track record in human rights leaves much 
to be desired (Katzman 2020b, c). Neither does a constructivist perspective on 
the international stature of small states Finland and Sweden who have earned as 
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neutral ‘norm entrepreneurs’ in environmentalism, conflict resolution, and dis-
pensation of aid (Ingrebtsen 2002), seem to apply. Rather, the Gulf states have 
since the 2011 uprisings become increasingly interventionist, knee-deep in a 
(sub)regional ‘normlessness’ from MENA war-making to the GCC blockade/cri-
sis (Sadiki and Saleh 2020). Panke (2016) outlines the ‘structural disadvantages’ 
for small states  acting within international bodies: small bureaucracies, limited 
expertise, and a smaller resource pool. These seem to apply to small states every-
where. However, EU small states confront specific governance challenges within 
an organization populated by EU democratic member states. "Capacity-building" 
for EU small states refers to establishing and strengthening links with Brussels 
to take advantage of its training and experts (Panke 2016, 204). No parallel Arab 
regional organization, whether the Arab League or the GCC, maintains such 
democratic institutions, or the sophisticated bureaucratic infrastructure to amplify 
small states’ limited capacities. Additionally, GCC small states face a set of chal-
lenges distinct from the Small Caribbean States with their slow economic growth, 
poverty-stricken populations, low social spending, high public debt, expensive 
energy, and environmental vulnerability (OECED 2019). Reasons that Gulf small 
states are prone to "volatility" and fluctuating growth rates as indicated in the 
OECD report are more related to market  hydrocarbon prices than to  poor eco-
nomic performance. GCC "structural imbalances" are of a different kind.

Understanding the range of behavior and achievements necessitates attention to 
capacities, institutions, and history of small states that uniformly enjoy ‘legal sov-
ereignty’ but exhibit uneven levels of ‘autonomy’ (Baldachinno and Wivel 2020, 
6–10). The small state construct must be localized and contextualized. There is no 
one type of small state. Yet work on Gulf small states tends to uncritically apply 
the concept to Qatar and the UAE. Handel’s classic (2006 [1981]) notion of small 
states’ ‘derivative power’ addresses some issues of dependency on larger states, fit-
ting to the Gulf. Against the conventional wisdom of the time, he posits that as long 
as global demand is consistent, in the absence of an energy "substitute," and while 
cooperation persists, oil-producing states "are in an exceptionally strong position” 
(Handel 1981, 166). However, he exaggerates the case of oil-exporting states’ rela-
tive strength as expressed in the 1973 OPEC embargo. As the decades since have 
shown, that was a one-off occurrence led by (middle or large state) Saudi Arabia. 
The rise of Gulf small states does not rest on the ‘stick’ of withholding access to oil. 
Cooperation between GCC oil-exporting states has largely evaporated.

Crediting the accession of small states Qatar and the UAE at least in part to new-
found forms of power (e.g., ‘soft’) in a globalized world (Ulrichsen 2012) presents 
only a partial picture. It neglects the military-industrial scaffolding of petrodollars, 
arms sales, and US bases. It may underplay the extent to which the rapid ascend-
ancy of these small states has overlapped with their involvement in regional wars. 
Iraq’s 1991 invasion of Kuwait may have been instructive in the lesson it taught 
small states (Ulrichsen 2012, 8–9). But for scholars, Iraq is indicative in another 
sense. The watershed US occupation of 2003 should provoke important questions 
about how the emergence of US-‘protected’ small Gulf states relates to the destruc-
tion of a powerful (large) Arab state—and subsequent regional unravelling, includ-
ing post-2011.
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Another (more or less constructivist) focus has been on Gulf small state brand-
ing, a ‘niche’ in cultural production, mediation, and soft power. Inflated accounts 
of GCC states ‘punching above their weight’ seem to stop with tracing visibility 
(rather than effectiveness). Whether or not GCC small states have proved capable of 
achieving (positive) outcomes and influence (akin to the Scandinavian small states, 
or Singapore) in the MENA region appears to be granted secondary importance. In 
a very complimentary account, Peterson (2006) discusses Qatar’s "branding" as a 
strategy geared toward "survival" (733) to "assur(e) [its] legitimacy " (748) since it 
may not be fully or consistently "viable" to carry out the defense, bureaucratic and 
governing functions of a state. Qatar’s "niche exploitation" as international host of 
sporting events, regional and global conferences, a home-grown airline, and muse-
ums helps put it on the international map, he says. But has branding helped Qatar 
achieve ‘legitimacy’ (whatever he means by that!) even (sub) regionally? The 2017 
blockade/crisis on Qatar by the Arab Quartet, lasting over three years until January 
2021 (Ng 2021), might suggest otherwise. Kamrava (2013) traces Qatar’s outsize 
influence not just to its wealth but also the ‘vision’ of its leaders. Simply, he over-
states the case. His narrative of its ‘subtle power’ stemming from ‘military protec-
tion,’ ‘money,’ and ‘agency’ (11–13) in a ‘durable and popular’ authoritarian state 
(167) seems dated only a few years later. How much ‘agency’ does a state whose 
‘military protection’—like the other Gulf small states—takes the form of US bases, 
really exercise? Kamrava’s book does not seem to address this question.

How far did what Kamrava dubbed Qatar’s ‘subtle power’ extend to prevent 
or reverse the blockade/crisis, negotiate lasting reconciliation between the Pal-
estinians, wage peace in a (unified) Sudan, or guide the wars in Libya, Syria, and 
Yemen to resolution? Baxter et  al. (2018) link Qatar’s mediation efforts (Darfur, 
Palestine, Yemen, Lebanon) to its status-seeking behavior. For them, the country 
has been “successful in its efforts at mediation” even as admittedly the said con-
flicts are ongoing (203). Despite exhibiting good will, does not a lack of success in 
peace-making, at least thus far, test the extent of small state influence? Designating 
mediation fruitful at first signing delinks it from conflict resolution, reducing it to 
merely a token achievement of the mediator. Is not mediation about ending violence, 
stanching bloodshed and reviving livelihoods? Of course, failure here involves not 
just mediators but also the parties involved, across conflicts.

Highlighting another domain, Ulrichsen (2015) remarks upon Gulf small states’ 
"projection of cultural influence" through sponsoring international sporting events 
(FIFA, Formula One) and football teams and clubs via by airlines advertising (Qatar 
Airways and Emirates Airways). He contends that this is more than Gulf-Western 
relations of ‘interdependenc[y]’ in security and other ‘common interests’ (53). Here 
the domestic-international (national-global) link is under-theorized: how does this 
‘cultural influence’ fit into the GCC rentier states’ roles within the global capital-
ist system? Is buying influence equivalent to ‘projecting’ influence? Qatar and the 
UAE have focused on the development of specific capacities (FIFA infrastructure, 
luxury shopping, museums), while other basic domestic capacities remain argu-
ably  underdeveloped (scientific and medical expertise, democratic governance). 
A recent comparison between Qatar and the UAE’s strategies geared at ‘overcom-
ing smallness’ characterizes Qatar’s ‘Al Jazeera World’ path as dependent on soft 
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power, diplomacy, and mediation, contrasted with a UAE ‘DP Effect’ enacted in 
commercial takeovers via ports (Miller and Verhoeven 2020). While variations cer-
tainly exist between the two Gulf small states’ foreign policies, much is left unsaid. 
The 2017 Doha-mediated ‘four towns deal’ in Syria, for the return of Qatari hunter 
hostages in Iraq, was predicated on a population swap, millions of dollars, and the 
uprooting of thousands of Syrians in an already war-torn country (Worth 2018). 
Apparently viewing  this deal as an episode of ‘pragmatism’ and tolerant ‘willing-
ness to quite literally talk to everybody” (Miller and Verhoeven 2020, 12) is surpris-
ing. What are the costs of doing small state mediation? To what extent is diplomacy 
implicated in (proxy) military intervention? A critical rethinking of Gulf small states 
necessitates scrutiny of international hierarchies and quasi-dependencies (from pet-
rodollars to arms transfers and bases), as well as modes and tools of influence and 
intervention. It calls for assessing trajectories of Gulf small states’ regional ascend-
ancy. The sheer penetration of MENA regional violence lends a normative urgency 
to any serious attempt to chart Gulf small state ‘influence.” No peace prizes here—
bestowed or received.

Considering ontology and epistemology

Problematizing uncritical use of the small state construct in the Gulf context alerts 
us to issues of ontology (what they are) and epistemology (representations, knowl-
edge-practices). Here, we adopt tenets of Frankfurt School-inspired critical IR 
theory, with its focus on international structures of (capitalist) domination, and its 
normative drive toward emancipation (Cox 1981). IR critiques of the material and 
ideational/ideological bases of the world capitalist system, however, may stop short 
of denaturalizing manifestations of cultural-racial violence and hegemony. Con-
fronting the Euro-centrism of critical IR theory (Hobson 2007) is thus imperative 
in examining the (international) politics of a region as drenched in post/decoloni-
ality as the Middle East. Post/decolonial IR can pick up where critical IR leaves 
off. It can investigate, for instance, the “impact of colonial practices on the produc-
tion and representation of identities,” including within global capitalism (Chowdhry 
and Nair 2002, 2). The main preoccupation of postcolonial theory is challenging the 
“universality of the categories” of social science, including core concepts such as 
sovereignty and the state (Seth 2013, 2). Importantly, a postcolonial take does not 
seek to expunge disciplines of their Western theoretical underpinnings, to replace 
them with pristine autochthonous variants. Gayatri Spivak is skeptical of the notion 
of a pure ‘indigenous theory” that would require “ignore[ing] the last few centuries 
of historical involvement” (1991, 69). Instead, she contends, the postcolonial critic 
engages in constant ‘negotiation,” seeking to “change something that one is obliged 
to inhabit, since one is not working from the outside” (Spivak 1990, 70). The point 
then is not necessarily to refute or nullify the concept of small stateness in its realist, 
liberal, constructivist, or critical variants. Rather, the aim is to decenter the concept 
from its Euro-American moorings. It is to identify the silences in accounts of Gulf 
small states that seem to skip over relations of quasi-dependency with the USA, or 
a region fractured by the 2003 Iraq occupation and post-2011 wars. As Blaney and 
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Tickner (2017) argue, the decolonizing project too often turns to issues of ‘world-
ing” and epistemology—deficiencies and biases in representing via knowledge prac-
tices non-Western settings. They call on IR scholars to more seriously pursue the 
‘reals” (in the plural)—ontologies—to defy assumptions of a ‘singular reality” that 
must simply be written in more localized ways, through better epistemological tools 
(Blaney and Tickner 2017).

Some scholars challenge the notion of a ‘universal sovereign state” born in 
Westphalia, entertaining different conceptualizations of statehood and sovereignty 
from the Islamic world, China, and Africa (Behera 2020). In turn, we dispute the 
notion of a singular or fixed small state. Instead, we posit that there are small states 
(plural). Scholars must begin to ask, what is the small state in the UAE or Qatar? 
The parlance ‘small state’ has no Arabic equivalent, or even a neologism. Arabic-
speakers in the Gulf or the Arab region do not use the term dawlah saghirah (small 
state). This concept has been ‘written’ into Gulf existence, as in recent scholarship 
surveyed above. The demographic lopsidedness of these Gulf small states whose 
indigenous populations are a minority raises another question. When (class- and 
rights-stratified) migrant workers are effectively responsible for bureaucracies, con-
struction, education, and healthcare, when highly paid Western consultants advise 
policymakers, how much of the small state is actually indigenous?

Existing work seems to conceptually skip the whole debate on whether or not 
the small states label fits, yet express confidence in use of the concept. We must ask 
about the extent to which IR constructs and theories reproduce unevenness between 
colonizer and colonized. Partly, an IR quasi-decolonizing impetus is in order. Prob-
lematizing IR constructs that ignore context-sensitivity entails moving toward deco-
loniality. As Maldonado-Torres puts it, this involves ‘oppositions to the coloniality 
of power, knowledge, and being” (2007, 262). Countering coloniality enables us, 
for instance, to eschew universalizing constructs/theories, additionally considering 
them in their locales—making subalternity speak back and ‘write back.’ That is, a 
kind of bottom-up rereading and critiquing of constructs such as small states: almost 
representations from the periphery instead of about it. The need to sensitize IR and 
related disciplines and practices to new contexts is pressing. We do not speak here 
of neutral knowledge. These are fields of knowledge about power that at the same 
time display their own stamp of power given their provenance from formerly colo-
nial sources.

Therefore, there is a need to appreciate the mutually constitutive nature of con-
structs from (Western) academia on the one hand and colonialism and coloniality 
on the other. We can interrogate, for instance, through ‘border thinking” (Mignolo 
2000), the continuity of subject-object, Occident-orient, self-other and West-rest 
dichotomies that perpetuate domination qua the putative  power of knowledge. 
Authors must tackle constructs that masquerade as knowledge, taking for granted 
the transferability of knowing intact from the West to the rest—a form of domina-
tion. It is here that the contest over knowledge-making and meaning-making is as 
dangerous if left unresearched as geostrategic, economic or political domineering. 
This is because it touches on issues of self-definition, self-constitution and identity. 
It is alarming when the world of meaning of the formerly colonized is constructed 
by the colonizer’s knowledge, as ‘wording” and ‘worlding.”
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These structural problems cannot be ignored in scholarship on Gulf small states. 
Gulf specificities have essentially left them out of scholarship on the “Global South,” 
amounting to a sort of epistemic exclusion (Ferabolli 2019). The task of post/deco-
lonial critique is thus compound: first, deconstructing uses of the ‘small state’ con-
cept and second, a recognition of power asymmetries and quasi-dependency. These 
Gulf small states emerged from the British protectorate system, already ensnared by 
dictatorial ruling families into oil contracts with the “Seven Sisters” in terms favor-
ing Western powers. It is not a question, then, of small states seeking to maintain 
autonomy and confront the “deep penetration” by larger powers under whose wing 
they seek “alliance shelter” (Bailes et al. 2016, 6–7). For the Gulf small states, such 
autonomy never existed to begin with. Problematizing the very sovereignty of Gulf 
small states pushes a different reading of their stature. Charting the sites of Qatar 
and the UAE’s quasi-dependency on Western powers implies analyses distinct from 
declarations of “subtle power” or impressive state branding.

The unavailability of reliable data in closed, undemocratic regimes adds episte-
mological challenges, casting into doubt some dimensions of how Gulf small states 
are ‘written.’ A critical, post/decolonial perspective prompts us to examine inter-
locking layers of regional context, hydrocarbon economies, and intervention/media-
tion. It allows for examining asymmetrical power relations between Gulf small 
states their Western ’allies.’ The next section thus hints at some localized empirics, 
‘guideposts’ and heuristics for to facilitate ‘small state’ decentering.

Writing Gulf small states: missing pages

Regional context

Rethinking small states requires contextualizing and historicizing how they have 
been ‘written.’ Empirical contextualization, or identifying how these concepts have 
(mis)traveled from the West to the Gulf, is equally significant. For, “appropriate 
empirical research is a crucial part of an active decolonizing project” (Sabaratnum 
2011, 783). It involves careful attention to spatio-temporal contexts. It is not far-
fetched to conclude that MENA and the Gulf specifically have been home to “per-
petual war,” since Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990–1991 (Abu Diyab 2019). The 
Gulf small states have been part of and imbricated in these wars. A significant turn-
ing-point for the region inclusive of the GCC (Al-Ubaydli and Plebani 2014) was 
the redrawing in blood, boots, and bases, of power configurations through the 2003 
US invasion of Iraq. Qatar and the UAE’s rise would be inconceivable without this 
war. It ushered in new models of state failure, sectarian violence, and multi-sided 
state (and non-state) interventions. The gigantic American ‘footprint’ in the region 
destroyed the Iraqi state and heralded new regional realignments (especially vis-à-
vis Iraq and Iran). It is no coincidence that Qatar is home to US Central Command, 
so crucial to the ‘War on Terror.’ Further, the 2011-Arab Spring uprisings became 
arenas for small states to flex their military and diplomatic muscle (Libya, Syria, 
Yemen, Egypt). In so doing, Qatar and the UAE stepped into spaces that had never 
been part of their theater of operations, where previously, regional intervention had 
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taken the forms of nationalism, socialism, etc. Through their alleged links with mili-
tias  (e.g. Ardemagni 2017; Ulrichsen 2014, 127–128), sponsoring of  opposition 
conferences, diplomatic summits, and acting as go-betweens with both the USA and 
larger ‘middle powers’ such as Turkey and Iran, they fill a void in a region marked 
by the retreat of traditional powers (Egypt, Iraq, Syria).

Arab Spring dynamics also became bones of contention between Gulf (small) 
states themselves. Hence, the 2017 blockade/crisis on Qatar, including by two sister 
small states, Bahrain and the UAE (Milton-Edwards 2020), marked another turning-
point in (sub)regional relations. Turkey and Iran’s positions, interpreted as being 
pro-Qatar (Aljazeera Centre for Studies 2017), have been consequential. Contests 
with Iran may no longer top the list of rivalries in the Arabian Peninsula. The viabil-
ity of the GCC, established in 1981 as a strategic alliance to fend off Iran, is ques-
tionable cleaved as it is by internal conflict. The publicly declared conclusion to the 
crisis may not mask lingering “rivalry” with respect to regional relations (Turkey, 
Iran) and positions (Tunisia, Libya) (Ramani 2021) or relations with Israel (Neu-
bauer 2020). Furthermore, the 2017–2021 Gulf split played out in broader regional 
interventions, and stances: the new ‘axis politics’ (siyasat al-mahawir). The UAE 
and Qatar duel it out across the Middle East with their respective allies (e.g., Egypt 
and Turkey). These competing but unstable regional ‘axes’ in turn influence political 
debates (Tunisian parties), military dynamics (Haftar vs. Sarraj in Libya), and diplo-
matic postures (rapprochement or freezing toward Syria’s Assad). Even in the Horn 
of Africa, the two countries have taken opposite sides in the Somaliland-central gov-
ernment conflict in Somalia (Kinninmont 2019, 31). Another facet of the competi-
tion between the UAE and Qatar involves the cultural domain and the projection 
of ideas. With the means to hire regional and international cadres, for the first time 
they leave their imprint on intellectual and cultural narratives and debates across 
different outlets: newspapers, television, online publications, even research centers.

Most bloodily, (sub)regional rivalries feed the ‘new proxy warfare.’ State and 
non-state actors “cros[s] red lines and bend international norms,” thriving on 
secrecy to shield the illicit funding, arms funneling, and subsequent violence from 
any sort of public scrutiny (Rondeaux and Sterman 2019, 3). Such rivalries ricochet 
back to not only entrench intra-Gulf discord, but it seems, the small state ambitions 
of Qatar and the UAE in particular. At the same time, these small states attempt to 
demonstrate ‘bigness’ not just globally, but also regionally—trying to transcend two 
levels of smallness. Qatar, which tries continually to assert itself outside the shadow 
of regional ‘big brother’ Saudi Arabia, has not been able to maintain its hold on 
some major regional issues since 2011. If Qatar did exhibit conservatism, avoiding 
“overstep[ping] the boundaries” vis-à-vis the Kingdom (Khatib 2013, 419) that did 
not last (or work) for long. As the former Qatari Prime Minister Hamad bin Jassim 
tells it, Saudi Arabia decided it “wanted us [Qatar] in the back seat. We ended up 
competing  [regionally] and it was not healthy” (Khalaf 2016). Qatar had initially 
hosted members and conferences of the Syrian opposition including the formation 
of the Etilaf, until Riyadh decided to snatch back the Syria file, hosting the High 
Negotiations Committee and the Riyadh I and II conferences, for example. Prov-
ing ‘bigness’ is harder than it looks, when Gulf small states arguably are unable to 
maintain even regional initiative they sought to exhibit. The point is not only that the 
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Gulf small states did not emerge in a vacuum. The regional context and the dilapi-
dated larger states upon whose weakness these small states’ centrality rests are a 
far cry from the Scandinavian small states neighboring the EU. It is distinct from 
dynamics in which Finland (Browning 2006) or Georgia (Gvalia et al. 2013) con-
tend with US-Soviet/Russian polarities.

‘Hydrocarbon Semi‑periphery’

A seeming incommensurability between the respective emphases of postcolonialism 
(representation/culture) and dependency (imperialism/capitalism) does not preclude 
a complementarity between these two critical schools that both “shift the focus to 
the ‘periphery’” (Kapoor 2002, 653). That is the approach adopted here. We tenta-
tively conceptualize the Gulf small states as a ‘hydrocarbon semi-periphery’ in both 
the representational (Orientalist) and material (global capitalist) senses. Coloniality/
postcoloniality is an uneven terrain, within and outside the Middle East. Many Latin 
American states, formally independent from Spain or Portugal since the early nine-
teenth century, now have ties with the USA more consequential than those with their 
former colons (Randall 2004, 42). A similar pattern may be observable in the small 
Gulf states, colonized by the British but whose economies (currencies pegged to the 
dollar) and security “umbrella” are underpinned by relations of what may be termed 
quasi-dependency. To an extent, we observe over the decades an asymmetrical rela-
tionship, a “situation in which the economy of certain countries is conditioned by 
the development and expansion of another economy to which the former is sub-
jected” (Dos Santos 2002, 231). In this case, the relationship is between the rentier 
Gulf states and Western capitalist forces (especially the USA and its multinationals). 
However, the degree of constraints on the Gulf (small) states’ economies may shift 
over time given the importance of oil and the fluctuation of oil prices in the global 
economy. Moreover, quasi-dependency—and the hydrocarbon semi-peripherality—
of Gulf small states also takes security dimensions. This “security dependency” on 
Western states amounts to increased “Western political-security penetration” in the 
Gulf region (Hinnebusch 2003, 42–52). The so-called US security umbrella, has not 
waned with time, dissipated with oil booms or busts, or even been shaken much by 
the global COVID pandemic.

This accounts for both the participation (and culpability) of the small Gulf states 
via their rentier economies in (exploitations of) global capitalism, even as they 
themselves are affixed to the US economic and military powerhouse. Through their 
abundant capital, the Gulf states are major players and underwriters of capitalism 
both globally and regionally, as patterns of accumulation and (re)investment also 
intersect with the financing of violence across the Middle East (Hanieh 2018). ‘Pet-
rodollar recycling’ is a case in point. Since the Gulf states nationalized their oil 
companies in the 1970s, revenue from oil sales has flowed back to banks in Europe 
and North America, helping prop up the USA as the “dominant global power” by 
anchoring the US dollar as the global reserve currency (Hanieh 2018, 34). The Gulf 
arms bazaar itself is a prominent mechanism of this petrodollar recycling (Hanieh 
2018, 58). These countries defy global trends of stabilizing arms sales. A 361% 
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increase in Qatar arms imports in 2016–2020 compared to the previous five years, 
and UAE’s earnestness in acquiring 50 US-made F-35 planes, are only the latest 
examples (SIPRI 2021). In this way, the small Gulf states through their US bases 
and astounding arms purchases, exhibit unique patterns of quasi-dependency per-
haps more acute than with larger Gulf state Saudi Arabia.

Oil has given these small states potential international capacity. Qatar is among 
the top LNG (liquefied natural gas) producers in the world, opening up bidding with 
major oil companies to expand output through its North Field, even in the wake of 
COVID contractions (Bousso and Zhdannikov 2021). The UAE’s petroleum exports 
stood at $49.636 billion in 2019, with oil and gas comprising about 30% of its GDP 
(OPEC 2021). In theory, hydrocarbon wealth represents a degree of independence, 
regionally from ‘big brother’ Saudi Arabia, and also globally. Why, then, do we 
observe some kind of misuse of the resource that could furnished a level of auton-
omy? Instead, oil and natural gas have become a restrictive or restraining variable. 
Economically, hydrocarbon wealth did not promote rapid diversification. Politi-
cally, a similar dynamic is present. The Gulf small states remain quasi-dependent 
on the global/Western ‘flow’ of oil, while upholding international capitalism, albeit 
where China carves out a larger space. The economic, the political, and the military 
converge. The hydrocarbon market meant links to the West: political, geostrategic, 
diplomatic. For us, the concept of ‘quasi-dependency’ taps into increased reliance 
on the West, and particularly the USA. The flow of oil needs the West, the sale of 
oil needs the West, the protection of oil producers needs the West. Complications 
ensue. The small Gulf states are no longer satisfied with indirect protection. Bases 
now become the source of American security ‘shelter,’ cementing a sort of quasi-
dependency on the USA. We see this in the Al Dhafra Air Base and the 3500 US 
troops in the UAE (Katzman 2020c). Similarly, 8,000 US troops are stationed in 
Qatar, including at Al-Udeid upon which Qatar has lavished $8 billion since 2002, 
preparing for $1.8 billion more, hoping to achieve an “enduring” presence of the 
US military (Katzman 2020b, 15–18). The small Gulf states, then, appear entan-
gled in asymmetrical power structures from which they cannot or do not extricate 
themselves. Western penetration and control extends from classified Defense Secu-
rity Agreements with the USA to a Justice Resident Legal Advisor from the USA 
implanted in Doha since 2018 (Katzman 2020b, 19–20) and the FBI “Legal Atta-
che” in Dubai since 2012 to coordinate counterterrorism efforts (Katzman 2020a, 
18).

These features of Qatar and the UAE’s foreign policies and economies prompt 
us to problematize small state sovereignty and autonomy. Students of the Gulf sub-
region are called upon to critically assess reference to one country’s foreign policy 
as “independent” (Qatar), and to another as a “model” (UAE). Bearing in mind the 
characteristics recounted above can help contextualize discussions of the latter, for 
instance, as a more assertive small state that is “confident,” willing to take risks in 
military campaigns and bases, a “developmental autocracy” comparable to Russia or 
China (Salisbury, 2020). We can observe some latitude to act regionally and glob-
ally carved out through financial largesse (e.g., cultural production). When we con-
nect the dots, however, there are always constraints. The USA seeks to contain these 
small Gulf states, in effect shaping the contours of much of their regional policy, 
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from various iterations of the War on Terror (Afghanistan-Iraq-ISIS, etc.) to training 
and counterterrorism. Such cooperation may serve to soften accusations of bank-
rolling extremist armed groups in Syria or Libya (for instance, in Dickinson 2014). 
There appears to be little space for independent regional maneuvering by these Gulf 
small states, who remain on the ‘hydrocarbon semi-periphery.’ Albeit with a euphe-
mistic designation of the relationship (“cooperation” that we argue is more aptly 
termed “quasi-dependency”), a Congressional report offers a clear assessment: “The 
UAE’s ability to project power in the region is a product of many years of US-UAE 
defense cooperation” (Katzman 2020a, 13). Without the USA’ sovereignty-com-
promising military presence and “assistance,” paid for by the UAE’s (and Qatar’s) 
petrodollar purchasing power, these Gulf small states would have little regional 
“power” to speak of.

Soft power, mediation and intervention

The Gulf small states have been celebrated for projection of “soft power.” This 
label, however, is arguably a misappropriation. Nye’s (2004) “power of persuasion,” 
derived from the US case, is conceptualized as an alternative or a complement to 
hard (military) and economic power. Soft power is no stand-alone power. Yet its 
application to the small Gulf states implies just that. Cultural burden-sharing (host-
ing of international sporting events such as FIFA), humanitarian and development 
aid (to Katrina victims, or COVID assistance (Crisis Group 2020)), and presence in 
diplomatic circuits is rendered almost unreflexively as an accumulation or wielding 
of soft power. This is conceptually and empirically problematic. “The ability to get 
what you want through attraction rather than coercion or payments [that] arises from 
the attractiveness of a country’s culture, political ideals, and policies.” (Nye 2004, 
x) seems not to ring a bell where the small Gulf states are concerned. They do not 
have the base of values (e.g., democratic), attractive foreign policy (e.g., convinc-
ingly peace-promoting), or independent military means from which to launch “soft 
power.” The concept does not seem to translate well to the Gulf small states. It is not 
enough for scholars to mention that the Gulf small states are not democratic, and 
then proceed to tack on the soft power label. Democracy and soft power are in fact 
interrelated issues: soft power is supposed to be a projection of normatively positive 
attributes, policies, models, ideas.

Yet the putative soft power of Gulf small states may be another story.  On the 
one hand, interventionism seems to be the other side of the soft power coin. Before 
it withdrew its forces upon the 2017 blockade/crisis, Qatar was part of the Saudi-
led war in Yemen, even announcing its own military casualties (Aljazeera 2016). 
However, it is the UAE’s consistent trajectory of military interventionism that 
stands out. After extensive international criticism for human rights violations in 
the Saudi-led Yemen war (HRW 2020), at the time of writing, the UAE had scaled 
down its involvement. But in a 2018 offensive, the UAE occupied the Yemeni island 
of Socotra, setting up a base (Towers 2018) and supporting Southern Transitional 
Council forces there. Prior to the October 2020 ceasefire agreement,  the UAE had 
also inserted itself into the Libya war, through military support to Haftar, alongside 
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a new Egyptian military base–opposite Turkish-backed support for the internation-
ally-recognized Government of National Accord (Dorsey 2020a, b). This in addi-
tion to UAE military bases in Eritrea and Djibouti (Salisbury 2020). Such militarism 
does not square well with the generally positive attributes attached to small states.

On the other hand, even the domain of soft power as (effective) mediation itself 
is dubious in the case of the small Gulf states. Exercising what seems to be self-
appointed guardianship over Palestine, the UAE also pursues a sort of mediation. 
Its new “normalization” with Israel makes “less likely” any viable or just peace 
premised on the long-deferred “two state solution” ending Israeli occupation (Black 
2020). While reflecting goodwill, Qatar’s mediation has not so far been successful 
at resolving conflict. Note the political instability and economic disaster in 2020–21 
Lebanon, a split Sudan/South Sudan, war-torn Syria, and ‘post-conflict’  Libya 
where two small Gulf states clashed on opposite ends of the political, diplomatic, 
and military conflagrations. Time will tell whether the February 2020 US-Taliban 
agreement, mediated by Qatar, will hold. Where it mattered most, ‘peace’ has not 
reigned in its own neighborhood, as exemplified in the 2017 blockade/crisis. Some 
have characterized it  as an illustration of “resilience” (Ulrichsen 2020). However, 
despite deepening alliances with regional powers such as Turkey (Başkan and Pala 
2020), Qatar was unable to protect itself, or sidestep its vulnerability to fend off this 
episode. Where, then, was the much-vaunted soft power?

More fundamental is the element of quasi-dependency inherent even in attempts, 
however well-intentioned, to project soft power. Whose power does it amplify? Just 
as observers might ask: oil and gas are ultimately resources for whom? One attempt 
at refiguring soft power in Qatar adds “disempowerment” variables (e.g., interna-
tional criticism) (Brannagan and Guilanotti 2018). This account may add complex-
ity to understanding soft power in a non-Western context. However, it treats US 
bases—a cornerstone of what we consider a sort of security dependency—as among 
the “matrix of foreign relationships” that comprise its soft power resources (Branna-
gan and Giulianotti 2018, 1149). The question becomes: soft power for whom? Even 
in the religious domain, an indigenous niche for Muslim countries including Gulf 
small states, Qatar’s generally pro-Islamist policies remain circumscribed in the case 
of supporting Hamas, for instance, by the “direct blessing of the USA and prag-
matic assistance from Israel” (Roberts 2019, 7). The UAE’s Forum for Promoting 
Peace in Muslim Societies has hosted US officials preaching religious freedom (US 
Department of State 2018). US geostrategic objectives and constraints, from reli-
gion and tolerance to mediation (Darfur, Hamas, the Taliban), are never far behind. 
Handel’s “derivative power” of small states (1981) is useful here. These Gulf small 
states never seem to wield more than derivative power or what may be called proxy 
soft power. Recent reports of lobbying contests in Washington, with the UAE and 
Qatar spending a combined $100 million since mid-2017 (Pecquet 2020), drive 
home the point. In this proxy soft power, both the UAE and Qatar attempt not to 
sell, but to buy their narrative (counterterrorism force vs. good ally, respectively), to 
convince a great power on which they are both quasi-dependent of the legitimacy of 
their stances vis-à-vis one another. Rather than exerting soft power (sub)regionally 
in pursuit of intra-GCC conflict resolution, both lobby their Western “security pro-
vider” that for years failed to resolve the 2017–2021 blockade/crisis.
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Concluding thoughts: toward disaggregation of small states?

Through a focus on the Gulf countries Qatar and the UAE, this article has proposed 
critical reconsiderations relevant to ‘writing’ small states. The crux of our argu-
ment regards knowledge-making practices, not sizing up specific small states and their 
policies, or taking sides in intra-regional disputes. That is, how we conceptualize and 
apply concepts: defending the choice of ’wording’ so that we can engage in better 
‘worlding.’ The idea is to avoid a kind of ‘over-stating’ the state, to invoke Ayubi’s 
(1995) term, that under-states small state theory. Since small states are neither singular 
nor fixed, the concept should not be adopted mechanically wholesale in Arab contexts. 
The decolonizing trajectory mandates historicized, contextualized, and localized read-
ings of small states. Even within the Gulf, small states can vary. Arguably, the most 
interventionist, the UAE is an aggressor whose ‘second-hand’ military prowess is cir-
cumstantial, stemming from geostrategic interests of superpowers (the USA) preoccu-
pied with Iran, Israel, and oil, within a former colonial heartland. Moreover, Qatar is not 
Oman. Hence, within the small, wealthy Gulf states, further comparisons are needed. 
Kuwait, for instance, shares with Qatar and UAE the presence of US bases and troops 
since 1991: 13,000 at last official count (Katzman 2020a). It is attempting economic 
diversification. Yet there are questions about whether or not Kuwait has the funds to 
complete a planned megacity project costing about $100 billion (Gorvett 2019). At the 
same time, there may be a (quasi) democratic distinction: Kuwait’s project has lagged 
partly due to anti-corruption protests and “political paralysis|” in parliament (MacDon-
ald 2019). Such expressions of popular discontent, and a modicum of legislative checks 
on executive decisions, are as of yet nonexistent in the UAE and Qatar. (The latter has 
its Shura Council elections planned for October 2021.) Even in the Gulf, the rentier 
small states are not all the same, in their domestic (non)distribution of power and the 
ways it feeds into economic and foreign policies.

Generally, ‘small states’ have a positive reputation. For instance, as ‘norm entrepre-
neurs,’ Scandinavian small states are neutral, mediate disputes, stay out of conflicts, and 
cultivate peace initiatives. Outside the West, Costa Rica has made a name for itself as a 
democratic small state promoting human rights (Brysk 2005). Financial hub Singapore 
is synonymous with investments in human capital that have paid off in its knowledge 
economy (Wong et al. 2007). The Gulf small states occupying the ‘hydrocarbon semi-
periphery’ in the global hierarchy, not untouched by COVID’s economic repercussions 
(Dorsey 2020a, b), instead participate in aggression (UAE), or struggle with media-
tion (Qatar). They rely on ample purchasing power (including the UAE’s expanding 
control of ports), as states whose very sovereignty is in question under the US ‘secu-
rity umbrella.’ Most importantly, these two small states have no democratic pedigree 
to speak of (Sadiki 2020). They are wanting in institutionalized power-sharing arrange-
ments that could reign in aspirations induced by whatever money can buy—in dollars. 
It helps the Gulf’s rulers that the USA, despite “accusations of hypocrisy,” more or 
less prefers ‘stability’ to democracy in the sub-region (Gause 2013, 2). Qatar and the 
UAE, then, are examples of countries that present scholars with ontological, epistemo-
logical, and normative ‘tests’ of the small state construct. In recent years, these Gulf 
states have asserted themselves as the new interveners, power brokers, and above all 



385‘Writing’ small states: contextualizing the construct in…

funders of the shifting post-2011 regional order. Somehow, modifiers like ‘mediator,’ 
‘moderate, ‘tolerant,’ or, ‘peacemaker,’ do not seem to square with rising levels of 
violence, human casualties, mass displacement, burgeoning inequality. With the rise 
of the small Gulf states, we also witness greater international intervention as France, 
Russia, China, and others (Iran, Turkey) all stake claims in regional power voids. Gulf 
small state ‘emergence’ is certainly noteworthy. Whether it feeds into regional accord 
or discord is a question to be taken up, we hope, by researchers who look beyond ‘state 
branding,’ or self-styled ‘little Spartas,’ as they critically (re)‘write’ small states.
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