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This research paper is devoted to the study of the relationship between 
political elites and tribalism in Palestine. It is an attempt to examine the 
social backgrounds of political elites, whether in power, or in the opposition 
or on the side, and to see if tribal delineation or ancestry has an impact on 
the shaping of political elites. To put it in another way, the research studies 
the possibilities of becoming part of the political elites due to tribal 
backgrounds. The major question in this regard is: does tribalism play a role 
in deciding who should or can become part of the political elites? If yes, to 
what extent? 
 
The justification for this study is that tribalism is part of Arab culture that 
has a big role in shaping political, cultural and economic behavior, and any 
study of Arab moods or ways of thinking and conduct wouldn’t be exhaustive 
unless tribalism is given special attention. It is known in different scientific 
circles that tribalism is prevalent in different Arab states, a fact that 
dominates the political life. Political decisions are made almost by one 
person; i.e. the sheikh (the head) of the tribe. He is the one who is supposed 
to know every thing, and the absolute representative of the truth. The rest of 
the tribe obeys without any institutional right to participate in the decision 
making. This imposes a huge challenge to democracy and requires great 
efforts toward social change. This is true for Palestine which might be 
experiencing a degree of tribal organization lower than that in other Arab 
states. Regardless of the intensity of tribal impacts, still Palestine falls under 
the tribal mood. 
 
This research is of significance because it sheds light on Palestinian political 
organization and structure; and it might help in understanding political 
behavior and institutional building. If tribalism is predominant in Palestine, 
then the political life is expected to be predominantly tribal; but if it is mildly 
practiced, then its influence on the political life will be mild. This, for sure, is 
of considerable importance in understanding political decisions. This means 
that the affiliation of political elites is influenced to a great extent with the 
degree of tribal dominance. 
 
Main features of Tribalism 
 
To understand Arab politics internally and externally, one needs to have a 
grip of the main features of tribalism because most Arab countries are of 
tribal social and political structures. Some Arab countries such as Jordan, 



Saudia Arabia, Kuwait, United Arab Emirates are governed by tribes, the 
rest of the Arab countries are of semi or tribal political systems. 
 
Tribalism is based on kinship, ancestry delineation. Those who are related to 
each other on kinship bases stay together to form a unique and distinct 
society, and mostly practice their own life with very little attention to the 
society at large. They mostly form an organic society in which individuals 
have no meaning without the tribe, and all individuals work together for the 
welfare of the tribe. The common good of the tribe is necessarily the good of 
the individual. The following points sum up the consequences based on this 
definition:  
 
First: the patriarchal structure of society. There are the rich who sit at the 
top of the society, and could be surrounded with elderly people from the 
different influential tribes. Power and class are inherited. Rich tribes have 
the advantage, and poor tribes generally occupy the lowest status. Military 
power is a detriment of status, but it remains hard for poor tribes to attain. 
 
Second: the elderly rule, the rest of the society obeys. Those who disobey are 
descents and should be eliminated or, at best, isolated. If any sort of public 
participation is allowed, it is only limited to consulting the elderly. 
Third: tribal interest is above and before public interest. Once tribal interest 
is in contradiction with public interest, tribes are ready to fight for the 
fulfillment of their own interests at the expense of others. 
 
Fourth: one doesn’t feel secure outside the tribe due to an assumption that 
other tribes are antagonistic. One doesn’t feel that he/she belong to the 
society at large but to his/her tribe. He/she are ready to fight fiercely for the 
tribe, but is ready to flee the battlefield if a war erupts between the society at 
large and an outside enemy. 
Fifth: because tribal interest has a priority over all other interests, 
opportunism is a main characteristic of tribal behavior. Tribal people don’t 
care that much about principles, and are always ready exchange principle for 
expedience. If they seem, at certain times, honoring principle, that is because 
of observing their own interests. That is why tribal people are always ready 
to furnish loyalty to any power, whether internal or external, that fulfills 
their narrow aspirations. Tribes have been very helpful for Arab dictators 
and for colonial powers. In Palestine, influential families have been of a great 
help for the Israeli occupation. 
 
Sixth: tribal rivalry generally dominates the relationship between different 
tribes. Arab tribes are very proud of them-selves, and always try to show 
distinction and superiority. They are ready to make all necessary sacrifices to 
remain dignified in comparison with other tribes. At so many times, they 



choose to serve an external power if that power gives them the leverage to 
dominate over other tribe or to free themselves from the domination of other 
tribes. External domination isn’t an important factor when it comes to 
internal rivalry. At some other times, these tribes are ready to fight each 
other endlessly for self-assertion, but they surrender to an external occupying 
force such as Israel. At other times, the tribe is ready to sacrifice some of 
their sources of living so as to appear generous. Generosity is an important 
tribal value to which Arab tribes adhere all the time. Again this has to do 
with dignity and pride. 
 
Seventh: Arab tribes are excellent conspirators. Since they are closed 
societies and care mainly about their own interests regardless of principles, 
they don’t like to discuss things in the open, or face their rivals frankly, but 
they resort to conspiracy and betrayal. This is so much reflected in Arab TV 
series. That is why the sense of doubt and lack of confidence characterizes 
inter-tribal relations. 
 
Regression and Advancement 
 
In Regard of the above features of tribalism, tribes are the enemies of 
advancement and modernity. Tribes are a traditional form of social structure 
that describes the source of authority within the tribe. It is based on 
inherited status, and unwilling to accept achieved status. Those who receive 
education or accumulate wealth should remain under the umbrella of the 
recognized traditional source of power, and those who wish to deviate become 
unacceptable, and they have to choose between isolation or departure. 
Education itself doesn’t mean more than a diploma that qualifies the person 
for a job that is a source of income and pride for the tribe. It doesn’t mean 
knowledge and scientific advancement because no body needs that. 
 
Educated and enlightened people should listen to their superiors who are the 
heads of the tribes. These heads are inspired figures who mostly know 
everything, and those educated people should remain obedient and ready for 
giving advices that might not be observed. And those who prove to be 
excellent businessmen should remain within the confines of traditional 
authority. Success is only regarded when it receives the blessing of the head 
of the tribe. 
 
This is logical because modernity certainly means and requires the 
development of new concepts of power and authority. Redefining power is 
absolutely rejected and the heads of the tribes are ready to wage war to evade 
it. If modernity to be achieved, according to tribal values, tribal structure 
must remain in tact. This is of course impossible because of the contradiction 
between the old and the requirements of the new. The tribal mentality 



doesn’t oppose the use of modern products, but is incapable of digesting the 
social changes needed as a pre requisite for scientific and technological 
progress. 
 
This explains why Arab leaders have been concentrating on importing goods 
and services instead of producing them. These leaders have so much oil 
money and can buy whatever they wish without endangering the social 
structure that keeps them in power. Most Arab regimes such as the Saudi, 
the Kuwaiti, the Moroccan and the Jordanian are tribal and reflect tribal 
values. They are adamant enemies of modernization, and depend on foreign 
countries for their own security. They don’t care about the security of the 
nation, and are always ready to equate the well-fare and the well-being of the 
nation with their own. It is evident that some Arab countries particularly the 
oil rich states have a very high level of consumption but a very low level of 
advancement and self-dependence. 
 
Due to this, progress in Arabia has been mostly a product of evolution rather 
than revolution, objective rather than subjective, revealed rather than 
planned. Most Arab countries are influenced by the international 
technological revolution, and they themselves aren’t participants. This is to a 
great extent due to the awkward social and political structures. They have 
the money to buy, but don’t have the will to produce. 
 
Tribalism in Palestine: An Historical Background 
 
Compared with other Arab areas, it is very hard to say that Syria (Jordan, 
Palestine, Lebanon and present smaller Syria) has been embracing huge 
tribes similar to those in Iraq or Yemen or Saudi Arabia; rather, extended 
families have been the dominant type of social structure. This doesn’t mean 
that tribal mentality has been absent; on the contrary, it has been there but 
at a lower gear. Influential families have been there for centuries and 
assumed so much social, political and economic power. They haven’t been big 
feudalists compared to the European type, but they owned huge pieces of 
land compared with ordinary farmers. 
 
In Palestine, extended families had been dominant in the period before 1948 
(before the creation of Israel. Some big families owned thousands of acres of 
fertile land. Ash Shawwa family, for instance,  used to own around 25,000 
acres; and this is a huge sum in consideration with the total area of fertile 
land in the country. Other families such as Abdul Hadi, Hejje, Husseini, Rock 
and Al Fahoom used to own wide areas. These families had so much economic 
power, and, consequently, political power. That is why the heads of these 
tribes resided atop of the political scene during the British Mandate (1918-
1948).  



 
The heads of Palestinian extended families formed the political elite during 
the British Mandate. Almost they hadn’t been challenged by Palestinians 
mainly because there were no intellectuals at that time outside these 
families, and because wealth was monopolized by these families. Only these 
families could send their sons to educational institutions such as the 
American University in Beirut or French and English universities. These 
young people used to come back to Palestine and hold prominent 
administrative jobs. 
 
These influential families, in line with tribal features, cooperated with the 
British Mandate. The British Mandate was an external power that didn’t 
have anything to do with tribal or family rivalries, and wasn’t a factor in 
stimulating animosities on the national level. As was indicated earlier, tribal 
mentality doesn’t pay so much attention to external powers, and it 
concentrates mainly on the well-being of the tribe on the internal level. That 
is why tribes might find external colonial power as an asset. The British 
found this mentality relaxing and providing comfort. They didn’t need to 
mobilize their forces to face a revolutionary political elite, but they needed 
some administrative wisdom to maintain a balance among the different 
influential families. They had to provide enough prominent jobs in their 
administration for the educated people who belong to these families. 
 
The British played it well and could avoid animosity and gain the friendship 
of these families. They satisfied the ego of these families through giving them 
jobs that were sources of pride. The British found that these families had no 
national consciousness, and had no sense of social cohesion. 
 
What was striking that these families established some friendly relations 
with the Jews who were migrating to the country. It is documented that 
many of these families sold Palestinian land to the Jews, a thing that was 
considered high treason. The heads of these families used to give hot political 
speeches and make promises that they would establish an independent 
Palestinian state, and at the same time they were dragging the Palestinians 
into disaster. The land that these land-lords sold to the Jews was very helpful 
in building Jewish settlements, facilitating the establishment of Israel, and 
uprooting the Palestinians to become refugees in several Arab states. 
 
These influential families were not highly regarded by the Jews. In 1948 
when Israel was announced as a state, these families were forced to leave 
their properties and seek refuge in the neighboring Arab states the same as 
other people. These political elites favored their own interests, detached 
themselves from their own people, and finally they had to pay the price. This 
is the true spirit of tribalism. 



 
During the Hashemite rule over the West Bank (1951-1967), the remnants of 
Palestinian influential families played a major role. As I said earlier, the 
Palestinian influential families in the areas that were taken by the Jews lost 
their influence because they were uprooted and forcefully expelled from the 
country, and became refugees. The influential families in the West Bank and 
Gaza remained in tact. These families did not surrender their traditional 
role, and managed to make political arrangements with Arab governments. 
Those of the West bank coordinated their efforts with the Jordanian 
government, and those of Gaza coordinated with Egypt. 
 
The heads of the influential families of the West Bank met in Jericho to 
discuss the fate of the West Bank after the establishment of Israel. This elite 
decided to join the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. The Jordanian parliament 
discussed the matter and decided to broaden the Kingdom to include what 
started to be known the West Bank and the East Bank (Trans-Jordan). The 
King himself is the descendant of an influential Arab tribe, and found no 
problem in allying with an elite that share him the same mentality. Besides, 
the social structure in the East Bank at the time was predominantly tribal, 
and found easy to share the Palestinian elite in accepting a political regime 
that draws its legitimacy from tribalism. It is well-known that the British 
provided the Hashemites with the needed power to reign over Jordan. Due to 
this external factor, influential tribes didn’t fight each other and depended on 
the regime to make the necessary social balance. 
 
The situation in Gaza was essentially the same although the form was 
different. The influential families were unchallenged by the rest of the 
population, and practically there was no alternative for their leadership. The 
Egyptian regime found comfortable to deal with these families because it is 
the extension of a traditionally ruling family. The mentality caused no 
problem and each side had a grip of the rules of the game: obedience in 
return of expedience. 
 
The status of influential families didn’t suffer noticeably after the Egyptian 
coup d’etat in 1952. The new Egyptian leaders came from humble and small 
families, and pledged that they will be revolutionaries in all aspects of life. 
They started confiscating land from big land-lords, talking about the 
liberation of Palestine and fighting colonialism. But in Gaza, these leaders 
didn’t try to make systematic efforts to undermine the influential families 
that are traditionally friendly to the colonial powers particularly the British. 
New forces started to appear in Gaza especially those who started fighting 
the Israelis across the cease fire line, but they didn’t gravely undermine the 
status of these families. Generally speaking, the political elite under the 
Egyptian rule remained strong enough to defend its status and positions. 



 
The status of the political elite in both Gaza and the West Bank was shaken 
with the advent of the Israelis in 1967. The Israelis didn’t take any step to 
undermine this traditional elite, and, on the contrary, they tried to 
strengthen it due to the mutual interests that were explained earlier. The 
main problem for this elite came from the unstable situation under 
occupation which meant that new forces will appear as a reaction to 
occupation. These forces proved to be anti-occupation and, consequently, anti 
all internal forces that cooperate with the Israelis.  
 
 
Concept definition 
To make it clear, I should say that tribalism is mostly the word used to 
describe a social structure based on blood delineation. This is organic 
tribalism. This concept is used in Arabia to point at very big extended 
families who share the same ancestry or blood delineation. Some tribes are 
huge in numbers and might be of 200,000 people, while some others are 
smaller in numbers. Members of the tribe might not know each other, but 
mostly they gather and ally with each other whenever they see necessary and 
compatible with tribal values, customs and habits. 
 
Tribal interests that take priority to national and individual interests are an 
essential determinant of tribal behavior. Tribes, in general, don’t have a 
concept of national or individual interests because they look at themselves as 
distinct and independent entities. This is a very important and crucial key in 
understanding political behavior in Arabia and in assimilating the process of 
political elites building. 
 
Some other expressions are sometimes used instead of tribes and tribalism 
particularly when the tribe is not big enough. It is very hard to define what 
big means, but in Palestine the word clan is of common use. Sometimes the 
word family, to mean extended family is used. 
 
Due to the intricate concept of tribalism, it is actually very hard to 
understand its off-shots and the political ramifications without 
understanding how it works in Arabia or in Palestine in particular. That is 
why it is imperative for those who study the role of tribalism in Arab politics 
to first understand tribalism as an Arab social phenomenon. 
 
As far as political elites are concerned, it is an uneasy job to give them an 
exact definition. Scholars and researchers differ in their approaches and 
emphases. But due to my knowledge of Palestine and of Arabia in general, I 
define political elites as the ruling people and those in whom the power of 



making institutional decisions, whether social, political, cultural, educational 
or economic are vested.    
 
Here, it should be brought to the fore that tribalism might be organic as 
described above, or spiritual. It is spiritual if groups who aren’t related by 
blood behave socially and politically as if they are organically related. 
Political parties might be of a tribal nature if they spiritually guided by tribal 
values and method of decision-making. This isn’t far from reality in Arabia 
since there are tribes who are officially registered as political parties, and 
there are political parties who are actually tribal. 
 
Methodology 
The descriptive analytical approach is the most suitable method toward the 
fulfillment of this study. First, previous literature will be reviewed, and 
political elites will be defined conceptually and in space. Concentration will 
be given to the ruling people and to those who make decisions on the level of 
institutions.  
 
Hypothesis 
The hypothesis of this study is that the ruling elites show characteristics of 
organic tribalism, but the most prevalent is spiritual tribalism. Exactly, I 
hypothesize that Palestinian political factions or parties or organizations 
aren’t really modern and reflect traditional tribal values in their structure 
and conduct. Individual merits aren’t tied primarily to the individual but 
receive appreciation from the tribe. 
 
Spectrum 
An historical background based on authentic literature will be provided. 
Then the fluctuations in tribal influence and spirit will be considered in view 
of the development of Palestinian efforts toward liberation, self-realization 
and statehood. That is, this study isn’t restricted to the moment, but extends 
to the study of different factors that have an impact on the ups and downs of 
tribal behavior and its embodiment in political elites. 
 
Literature Review 
There are many Palestinian researchers and scholars who tackled with the 
subject from different angles. Hisham Sharabi, for instance, a prominent 
scholar wrote a book about Arab social organization with special attention on 
the Palestinian society. Faysal Horani also wrote on the subject and 
concluded that elites still show traditional behavior although the 
Palestinians are living a period of liberation that requires social cohesion and 
political unity. Mohammad Jaber also wrote in his plays about family ties 
that might serve or stand against national interests. 
 



Elements of the study 
The study consists of the following elements: 

1- Historical background: this will provide a brief historical assessment of 
tribal influence in Palestine. It is important in understanding the 
development of social organization. 

2- Rules of conduct within Palestinian parties and organizations. This is 
supposed to provide for the political culture within these parties that 
evolved during what is called the revolution which eventually 
established the basis for the Palestinian political autonomy. Of course, 
it is far from reality to talk about a Palestinian state or Palestinian 
independence, but we can talk about self-rule or autonomy that is still 
under tangible Israeli influence. 

3- The interaction or contra-action between occupation and the 
Palestinians in the making of political elites. Israel has its agents who 
are sometimes chosen on the tribal basis and who very often jump to 
the board of political actions; and the Palestinian Authority has its 
own people who are either chosen on tribal or organizational basis. 

4- The responsiveness of the political system: the political system needs 
the support of tribes and extended families in assuring its legitimacy, 
and these entities need the political system so as to insure their 
interests. It might be a game of mutual interests that might not come 
into conformity with the national interest. 

5- Conclusions: the study sums up the results in this section.  
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