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Preface


It took a global pandemic to lay bare how the rise of leaders who mislead us has become a matter of life or death. 


As the new coronavirus spread across the world from China during 2020, many autocrats and demagogues responded with well-honed tactics of suppression, distortion and diversion. The consequences of their actions – and in some cases inaction – would be demonstrably deadly. 


The Covid-19 crisis has hammered home the main theme of this book since it was first published in hardback in late 2019. The fabulists I describe in it are the authoritarians and myth-makers who now govern many countries as dictators, democrats or a hybrid of the two. The misinformation they spread and the fake policy solutions they tout have become their own pandemic. The following pages, the product of years spent as a Financial Times correspondent, cover a kaleidoscope of falsehoods and misdirection in four regions of the world. I highlight the dangers these rulers present, patterns in how they operate, and reflections on how to deal with them. The common thread is impunity; rarely are they held responsible for their actions. 


One lesson they offer looms above all. In an age of health, environmental and economic crises, we cannot afford rulers who lie openly to us, or suppress or play down inconvenient problems. Nor should we bear those who divert us from important truths with the seemingly lesser sins of reckless optimism, jokes and pleasing turns of phrase.


Coronavirus has exposed the fabulists almost from the start. Chinese police initially persecuted doctors who tried to warn about the disease. When one of these medics, Li Wenliang, died from Covid-19, it sparked rare public outrage against the country’s Communist rulers. Authorities imposed lockdowns across much of the country and then started to push aggressively a narrative about the effectiveness of China’s countermeasures. At the same time, unevidenced claims about how the virus was a US bioweapon were allowed to flourish and even amplified by some official sources. The brazen claims were consistent with a regime that cracks down brutally on dissent, sending Uighur Muslims to re-education camps and imposing a national security law in Hong Kong that requires the education system to teach children ‘love of the motherland’. 


In Russia, President Vladimir Putin’s government was also caught out after it initially played down the pandemic’s impact. Moscow sent high-profile aid to stricken European countries such as Italy in an attempt to show how it had the problem under control. A rising death toll eventually prompted a strict lockdown and even the postponement of Putin’s coveted referendum on a constitutional change that could allow him to stay in office until 2036.


The health emergency also offered the world’s growing band of elected autocrats a prime opportunity to grandstand and tighten their grip. Brazil’s president Jair Bolsonaro scorned worries about the pandemic as hysteria. In Hungary, parliament gave prime minister Viktor Orban the power to rule by decree and threatened up to five years in jail for people deemed to have intentionally spread false information about coronavirus. In the Philippines, President Rodrigo Duterte – whose bloody ‘war on drugs’ I examine in chapter three – warned that police might shoot people for breaking lockdown conditions. 


Other leaders have made outrageous misrepresentations that verge on magical thinking. US President Donald Trump initially claimed that the virus was ‘totally under control’. When a sharp rise in reported cases made this position unsustainable, he pivoted to false claims that the US food and drugs regulator had approved a drug treatment based on the anti-malarial medicine chloroquine to be made available ‘almost immediately’.


Trump’s segues showed the suppleness of modern political fabulism. He moved from denying the existence of a real threat to wrongly heralding a cure. It was a double gaslight – perhaps even a triple one, since he didn’t acknowledge he had changed his position and instead insisted he had always taken the prospect of pandemic seriously. In October 2020, he announced he was infected with coronavirus himself, weeks before the presidential election. 


In Britain, prime minister Boris Johnson seemed to struggle to shed the levity that had defined his career and his successful 2016 campaign for Brexit. He at first only advised people to avoid public gatherings – which meant many citizens continued to socialise as normal. As late as 3 March, he talked jovially about how he continued to shake people’s hands and had done so with patients in a hospital where there were coronavirus sufferers. On 7 March, he went to the England–Wales rugby international. Weeks later, he was in hospital intensive care suffering from Covid-19. 


 


My central idea here is not nostalgia for some fictitious golden age of political candour. It would be offensive to pretend that previous generations of public figures were paragons of integrity, or to excuse them for deceptive policies that have caused great suffering and stoked the emergencies of our age. Indeed, that corrosive history is one of three big reasons why I believe high-level fabulism has become more widespread, more brazen and more dangerous today.


A second is that authority figures seem to pay a lower price than in the past for proven deceptions, misrepresentations and errors. Mistakes can often be left unacknowledged and uncorrected without great political penalty. Some actual and aspiring autocrats now minimise obvious censorship and instead use propaganda to sow sufficient confusion to make people feel the truth is unknowable. At the same time, leaders in democratic countries who might previously have expected to be punished at the ballot box for deceiving voters have instead been rewarded. The message in all cases is: shamelessness pays.


A third driver of contemporary fabulism is the gravity of the situation we find ourselves in as a species. Existential threats including disease, climate change and mass inequality fuelled by kleptocracy need urgent attention and an unsparing focus. A perverse effect of this knowledge is that people naturally find comfort in leaders who style themselves protectors and offer unwarranted reassurances that everything will be fine. 


 


This book is far from a counsel of despair. It is also about the hope offered by the considerable worldwide resistance to outbreaks of fabulism. Since first publication, the battle for truth in public life has intensified in many of the places I cover in these pages. 


In Belgium, the legacy of King Leopold II, whose brutalisation of Congo I recount in the introduction, has come under unprecedented scrutiny. Statues of him were attacked during protests against the May 2020 killing of the black Minnesotan George Floyd. In June 2020, Belgium’s King Philippe expressed ‘deepest regrets’ to Congo over his ancestor’s behaviour – although he stopped short of a full apology. 


Months earlier, I had witnessed the symbolic rupture between Myanmar’s Aung San Suu Kyi and western admirers who once lionised her as a human rights icon. I travelled to the Dutch city of The Hague in December 2019 to watch her dismiss allegations of genocide made against Myanmar over the military’s brutal crackdown on Muslim Rohingya people. She stood in the splendour of the neo-Renaissance Peace Palace, home of the UN’s International Court of Justice, to decry the ‘misleading factual picture’ painted by her country’s accusers. The headline-grabbing defiance laid bare why the saintly image of her was – as I describe in chapter seven – always a dangerous myth. 


Protestors in Myanmar’s neighbour Thailand have unmasked another international fantasy. A landmark movement began in 2020 against the country’s neo-feudal political system constructed around a semi-divine monarchy. Demonstrators called for more accountability for King Maha Vajiralongkorn and the military rulers who draw power from his status. In chapter two, I argue that this moment was inevitable; it was only a question of when and how it would come. Now the answer has begun to emerge. 


 


In the western world – and especially in the US and UK – alarm has grown dramatically about the slide of governments into autocratic behaviour. Critics deplore the rise of personality cult politics, the corruption of institutions and the demolition of long-established norms. The narrative has gone from ‘it couldn’t happen here’ to ‘how did this happen?’ Once it became clear that Joe Biden had won the US presidential election in November 2020, Trump and other prominent Republicans launched an effort to undermine the credibility of the poll through unsupported allegations of fraud. It seemed some would rather destroy the system itself than admit defeat.


These developments should be no surprise, as I argue in chapter eight. There is, in both European countries and the US, a deep-rooted denial of history and a potentially fatal complacency about the fragility of systems of governance today. Western countries have always been more vulnerable to autocratic takeover and the demagogic style than many have cared to admit. They have also ignored warnings from other parts of the world, including – in the Europeans’ case – their own region.


Boris Johnson’s rise to power in the UK in July 2019 and big election win months later is an acute example of the dangers of this type of national self-delusion. He oversaw turmoil in 2020, thanks to his government’s chaotic handling of the pandemic, its disorderly approach to Brexit and its assault on institutions such as the civil service and the BBC. His administration fed a ‘culture war’ narrative that – as I argue in the last chapter of this book – he and others have used to weaponise Brexit and entrench power. They have conjured fables about Britain’s past and its present international standing to divide and rule a public that still has much more in common than many people seem to think.


Across the Atlantic, Trump’s presidency has pitilessly exposed the US mythology of itself as a force for global good, which I discuss in chapter six. While there are a vast range of criticisms to be made of Trump’s character and conduct, he has also inadvertently played the role of stripper of cherished illusions. He has often said out loud the part normally kept quiet when discussing Washington’s foreign policy goals or indulgence of authoritarians. It has underscored how the US, like the UK, needs to acknowledge the country it is rather than the nation it fantasises about being. 


 


A terrible pandemic has offered us an unexpected chance to unmask and reject the world’s fabulists. An existential threat that cannot be held at bay with rhetoric ought to expose denialists and peddlers of false remedies. It is the theory of the ‘Chernobyl moment’, a reference to how the scale of the 1986 catastrophe at the Soviet-era nuclear power plant outstripped the regime’s ability to cover it up. 


The great corresponding danger is that the fabulists are able to turn the mayhem to their advantage. They can stoke nationalist grievance by blaming the crisis on outsiders, or domestic critics. They can make temporary curbs on citizens permanent and exploit the social dislocation caused by health restrictions and our consequent even greater reliance on the digital sphere. They can profit from the fear that intensifies the perpetual lure of paternalistic strongman rule. Leaders initially wrongfooted by the pandemic have in some cases already regrouped.


Covid-19 is still with us and the reckoning over it has barely begun. As the chapters that follow show, many people live in countries where to hold leaders publicly accountable is difficult or even dangerous. That means it is more crucial than ever for those of us who have the privilege to think and speak freely to do our bit.


 


Michael Peel, November 2020










Introduction: Civilisation Story


Not far outside Brussels, there stands a group of ponds where Belgium’s king once kept a human zoo. The well-manicured grounds of the neoclassical Royal Museum for Central Africa in Tervuren are a favourite place for Sunday family outings these days, but the tranquillity hides a dark history. In 1897, seven Congolese people died from exposure suffered while living in makeshift ‘villages’ set on four sites in the area. Leopold II had created the ersatz settlement as an attraction for the crowds who came to an ‘international exhibition’ he commissioned to show his wealth and power to the world. Photos of the time show what the 267 Congolese shipped in for the monarch’s pleasure were forced to do. Some stand in front of huts, dressed in traditional clothes designed for the tropics. Others ply the lake waters in canoes.


In mid-2018, the site of the villages bore no record of the fatalities, which were mentioned only briefly on the museum’s website. They were a tiny fraction of the mass casualties that Leopold’s twenty-three-year rule from his little sliver of Europe inflicted on the vast territory of what he named the Congo Free State.1 As many as ten million people died as the monarch’s agents executed a reign of terror and forced labour. The king’s rule sucked the wealth from the area’s large resources of rubber into the royal coffers in Brussels. Leopold’s forces murdered, maimed and drove workers to death by exhaustion, while many other Congolese fled their homes and died from starvation or disease.


Today, despite all that is known about the horrendous abuses that took place under his rule, Leopold still retains his place in the pantheon of Belgium’s former rulers. A massive portrait of his thick-bearded figure hung in a high-ceilinged room in the country’s mission to the EU, where the government held briefings for journalists. The room itself was known internally after Patrice Lumumba, the first prime minister of independent Congo until he was murdered in 1961 with Belgian complicity. Which, as statements go, is a bit like honouring Nelson Mandela and then putting a picture of Cecil Rhodes on the wall.


Nevertheless, changing times have brought some concessions from the Belgian state over Leopold’s legacy. The Africa museum shut its doors in 2013 for a long overdue revamp. The renovation was a response to concerns that, as the museum’s website understatedly put it, the exhibition was ‘outdated’ and ‘not very critical of the colonial image’. Among the artefacts under debate was a golden statue that stood near the entrance, of an African boy hanging on to the robes of a European missionary.2 Its inscription read: ‘Belgium brings civilization to Congo.’


An old story, for long expedient, had finally become unsustainable. As the museum’s online blurb put it, again with some delicacy, a ‘new scenography was urgently required’. A fresh version of history – its truth still to be tested – was to be substituted in its place.


 


After more than two decades as a journalist, in four different global regions, the clash between myth and reality I felt beside the Tervuren museum’s ponds seemed all too familiar. Pathologies of denial and delusion appeared the norm. They loomed large, both in the way leaders presented themselves to their peoples and the world, and in a narrative the West told about itself and the rest of humanity. They buttressed autocratic figures in both dictatorships and democracies who were profiting from the growing rip tide of unpredictability, anxiety and anger that coursed through so many societies.


In the previous nine years, I’d witnessed many events that had caused widespread shock. In the Middle East, I travelled from Libya to the Gulf and saw the early hopes of the so-called Arab Spring dissolve into war and repression. In Asia, I charted the end of a royal era in Thailand, the singular durability of another in Brunei, and the role foreigners and international financial institutions played in a vast Malaysian corruption scandal that crossed continents. I returned to a Europe gripped by authoritarian revivalism and ever harsher methods for dealing with migrants whose desperate conditions I had seen at their starting points in southern Turkey and West Africa. For years, I worked to the background drumbeats of Syria’s long war, Brexit and President Donald Trump’s ‘America First’ campaign: all events whose significance appears to me still in important respects misrepresented and misunderstood.


This book is the story of one journey to puzzle through the modern age of fabulism, in countries at the centre of world attention and others little thought about by outsiders. The events I witnessed from Bangkok to Bucharest often alarmed me; they didn’t surprise me so much. They seemed linked by a style that stretched across cultures, continents and political traditions. All too often, they felt like the predictable, even inevitable, outcomes of the fabrications, wishful thinking and complacency that seem to grip our world ever more tightly.


Some commentators flourish statistics that proclaim humanity is richer and life better than ever before. It often didn’t feel that way to me, for all the many moments of grace and inspiration provided by the people I met. I saw precarity wherever I turned, from individuals’ struggles to planetary pollution.


Together, the geographically scattered stories in this book highlight crises of legitimacy of one sort or another. They speak of the stuttering credibility of rulers, systems and ideas, many of them born in – or backed by – the West. They expose fundamental fallacies about the spread of liberalism, the potential for benevolence in dictatorship, and the nature of conflict and history itself.


The more I travelled, the more intrigued I was by how national myth-making was both distinctive and in some way archetypal. Every narrative involved winning and consolidating power, either for individuals or – more often – an elite group. Sometimes, outsiders would be told a very different story from that spun to citizens. China’s President Xi Jinping, his Russian counterpart, Vladimir Putin, and Narendra Modi, India’s premier, all drew heavily on contentious ideas about their countries’ backstories and place in the wider world.


The techniques are old but The Fabulists argues that the events of the past decade or so have shown that myth-busting has never been more urgent. What is alarming now is not so much a shortage of truth – sometimes a slippery or shaded ideal – but the abandonment of the quest for it, especially by so many of our leaders. On fundamental points such as making our own societies fairer, ensuring people around the world can live with dignity, or curbing climate change, the strategy is often to avoid the difficulties – or pretend they can be easily solved by crude crackdowns on already victimised groups. At times it seems as if, in some deep sense, we have given up on problems that seem too great to solve, even though the only way to tackle them is to stare them in the face.


The Fabulists in this book are those who push dangerous fantasies about the world around us. Some of these myth-makers are leaders who present themselves as national saviours – or are promoted as such by backers at home and abroad. Those featured here include the hardman Philippine president Rodrigo Duterte, the supposedly reformist Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman of Saudi Arabia, and the once internationally lauded human rights icon Aung San Suu Kyi in Myanmar. None turned out to be all they seemed.


Autocrats through the ages have spun stories to reinforce their power, but a feature of the modern age of myth is the way this approach has spread to supposed democrats. Elected politicians have become ever more brazen in planting dubious or outright false narratives that have become internalised at home and even convinced observers abroad. If all else fails, these popularly validated leaders simply shrug off legitimate questions and rely on their propaganda to tide them through. Jair Bolsonaro won Brazil’s presidency in 2018 on an authoritarian hard right agenda, after making outrageous statements such as suggesting the country’s former military dictatorship should have killed more dissidents.


The demagogue’s age-old promise to make life easier has also acquired new power in the overworked and atomised societies of the twenty-first century. In this era, characterised by what has been dubbed ‘the exhausted majority’,3 worn down by the ever-growing demands of techno-capitalism, the stock of those who offer simple solutions constantly rises. They might be a monarch to worship, a dictator to fix things or an elected politician promising to restore order and security to a chaotic demos.


Unsurprisingly, it is often hard for people to engage deeply with the difficult business of interrogating how they are ruled. For some, to do so would be to risk arrest or even death; for many others, opportunities to reflect and dream are crowded out by torrents of data, the pressures of work or the imperative of mere survival. It is a paradox of plenty: while more information is available to us more easily than at any time in human history, never has it been harder to sift and process it all.


What insights I have gleaned over the years are the product of great privilege. Through my work as a Financial Times correspondent, and with the great support of that organisation and my colleagues, I have been able both to range widely and to step back and think. I have had the chance to roam and to exchange ideas with people from all over the world. Everywhere I went I was humbled by the accomplishments and durability of people I met, from Syrian writers to Cambodian factory workers. I have tried to pan for golden nuggets of anecdote and experience that reveal something of the way we live now – and throw up parallels and lessons.


 


The Fabulists is far from a misty-eyed lament for a crumbling Western-led global order. The old system is deeply corrupted and has failed in ways that are becoming ever more apparent. It is something that has long been clear in countries like oil-rich Nigeria, where I once lived, whose troubles were vivid and could be traced in part to the destructive interplay of international power politics and commodity capitalism.


The dishonesty and double standards of democratic countries have powered the rise of autocratic myth-makers elsewhere. On the one hand, wars, financial crises and growing inequality involving the US and European states have discredited their claims that they spread peace, prosperity and fairness. On the other, the Western style of cloaking histories of violence and exploitation in a narrative of benevolence and the greater good finds echoes in the authoritarians who style themselves defenders of their peoples and civilisations.


As the holder of a British passport, I feel the sense of historical reckoning particularly strongly. Most nations have burnished their pasts, but mine has long polished furiously to clean the bloody stains of slavery and empire. The gap between the UK’s often indulgent view of itself and how the world sees it is vast – and growing wider still as a result of the way it has dealt with Brexit.


The decade following the 2008 financial crisis has shattered many other illusions in Europe, the US and elsewhere. One accidental effect of President Donald Trump’s rise, as this book tries to show, has been to rip the curtain away from many truisms about how Washington has acted in the world during the era of its superpower status. A side effect of Brexit has been to shine greater light on the many flaws of the EU – an institution that, as this book discusses, is wrapped up in its own deceptions about its core values.


 


Tales of varying degrees of fiction give our lives and communities meaning and purpose. If people stopped loving stories, I for one would be out of a job – and we as a species would have lost one of the defining features of our humanity. As the historian and author Yuval Noah Harari has put it: ‘We are the only mammals that can cooperate with numerous strangers because only we can invent fictional stories, spread them around, and convince millions of others to believe in them. As long as everybody believes in the same fictions, we all obey the same laws, and can thereby cooperate effectively.’4


But these seductive narratives also need to be seen for what they are – and for the limits of their usefulness. The great danger comes when they shift from being useful social lubricants to means of exploitation. We must all be free to tell our own stories in our own ways for our own comfort, but only to the extent that we are not oppressing others by doing so.


Technology has amplified the present-day turmoil in important ways, but the Internet does not seem to me the root of the problem. As Vaidas Saldžiūnas, defence editor of Delfi, a Baltic media outlet at the forefront of Lithuania’s fight against pro-Kremlin disinformation, told me: ‘Facebook and other social media are just the vessels. They are not the originators. We look for the primary source. We look for patient zero. Because this is where it starts.’


Stories spread online, in other words, wouldn’t capture people unless they were already receptive. Social media companies that have rightly drawn growing criticism for their role in distributing distortions and lies are as much symptoms as causes. Critical audiences should approach all sources with care – and that includes traditional media, as well as Facebook newsfeeds or YouTube recommendations.


We need today to both reaffirm the doctrine of proper scepticism and to reclaim it from conspiracy theorists and self-styled populists. No assertion should be above questioning. It is crucial to be alert to potential biases and conflicts of interest, in areas from media ownership to scientific research funding. But that does not mean every claim is equally plausible. Down this path lies the false idea that empirically supported knowledge is no better than opinion.


The only beneficiaries of the nihilistic view that nothing and nobody can ever be trusted are those who profit from chaos politically, financially or in some other way. It is no coincidence that those who promote this worldview are often to be found on the hard left and right. They have excelled in cultivating a destructive asymmetry of trust. Audiences who rightly approach the arguments of established institutions and individuals with much suspicion sometimes seem to suspend it when confronted with the dodgy claims of demagogues.


From my arrival in Abu Dhabi at the start of the 2010s to my time in Brussels at the end of the decade, I have traced the signature patterns of fabulists and their tales. A common thread between them – whether dictators or democrats – is a lack of accountability for what they do and say. Parsing it all can seem exhausting, but submission carries even greater perils. In this modern age of outlandish stories and snake-oil solutions to real crises, we owe it to ourselves to keep asking the hard questions.










I


THE STRONGMAN BARGAIN










1


All Brave Men – And Women


I met Jamal Khashoggi late in 2011 in Riyadh, as the Saudi Arabian regime grappled with the fallout from the uprisings that had erupted across the Arab world. It was my first trip to the Saudi capital and Khashoggi was a go-to contact for foreign journalists because of his perceptive analysis and high-level contacts. Dressed dapperly in crisp white robes, he received me at his office. He had just been appointed managing director of Al-Arab News, a television channel founded by Prince Alwaleed bin Talal. Prince Alwaleed was one of those impeccable royal connections: he was a grandson of Ibn Saud, the kingdom’s founder, and a prominent investor in Western companies including Twitter, News Corp and the Four Seasons hotel chain.


The impact of the regional tumult dominated our conversation. Leaders in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya, who had ruled for almost a century between them, had been toppled during the previous twelve months. Authorities had cracked down on sporadic protests, but there had been no nationwide revolt. Khashoggi, a soft-spoken insider-outsider who was hard to pigeonhole politically, still saw the Arab Spring’s fallout as profoundly significant for the Saudi kingdom. He observed strikingly that the Arab world had ‘never been as close as it is today’.


‘Although Saudis do not themselves see a reason to go on the streets like Libyans and Syrians and Egyptians, I am sure the Arab Spring will have a major effect,’ he said carefully.


His modest hints at the need for reform in his homeland proved to be grim foreshadowing. Khashoggi’s murder in late 2018 after he had fallen out with the new regime in Riyadh resonated as a signature act of violence in a lawless world. It exposed the fate that autocrats could deal even their highest-profile critics – and it highlighted the limited consequences if the perpetrator led an influential country in the orbit of other powerful states.


Al-Arab news had not lasted long. It was shut down almost as soon as it finally started broadcasting in 2015, the victim of official political hypersensitivity. But Khashoggi’s journalism became more and more well known internationally, particularly after the death of King Abdullah in January 2015 triggered a change in the dynastic order in Riyadh. After Mohammed bin Salman was appointed Crown Prince in 2017 at the age of thirty-one, Khashoggi questioned his supposedly progressive credentials with increasing urgency in columns for the Washington Post that now serve as a vindication of his views – and his public epitaph.


In May 2018, Khashoggi warned that Saudi Arabia’s reformers faced a ‘terrible choice’ after the arrests of campaigners for greater personal freedoms, such as allowing women to drive. Saudis were expected to ‘vigorously applaud social reforms and heap praise on the crown prince’ while being asked to ‘abandon any hope of political freedom’, he charged.


‘Is there no other way for us?’ asked the columnist, who by now had left the kingdom, saying the government had silenced him. ‘Must we choose between movie theatres and our rights as citizens to speak out, whether in support of or critical of our government’s actions?’


Less than six months later, Khashoggi was dead. He was murdered in October 2018 during a visit to the Saudi consulate in Istanbul to obtain papers for his forthcoming marriage. His fiancée Hatice Cengiz waited in vain outside the compound for him to return. When he did not, she raised the alarm.1


Turkish authorities immediately said Khashoggi had been killed and later indicated that they had an audio recording of the slaying. Saudi Arabian officials initially said he had left the consulate alive, but kept changing their story. The government then said he had died in a fight, before finally admitting he had been murdered. In December 2019, the Riyadh criminal court convicted five people of ‘committing and directly participating in the murder of the victim’ but acquitted Ahmed al-Assiri, a former deputy intelligence chief. Agnès Callamard, the UN special rapporteur following the case, decried the trial as ‘the antithesis of justice’. ‘The masterminds not only walk free,’ she tweeted. ‘They have barely been touched by the investigation and the trial.’


The case dealt a catastrophic blow to the image of Mohammed bin Salman (often know as MbS). Saudi authorities denied he had approved the hit, but many analysts were sceptical that an assassination of a figure such as Khashoggi did not have approval from the highest levels. On 16 November, the Washington Post reported that the CIA had concluded with high confidence that the Crown Prince had ordered the killing.


President Donald Trump denied the CIA conclusion. Instead he issued an extraordinary letter in which he stressed the importance of the US–Saudi relationship and said the full facts of Khashoggi’s murder might never be known. ‘It could very well be that the Crown Prince had knowledge of this tragic event – maybe he did and maybe he didn’t!’ Trump wrote.2


 


Trump’s crudeness – and the mockery it attracted – hid a deeper truth about a signature Western fabulism. His charitable take on MbS was unexceptional in foreign policy circles before Khashoggi’s death. As the murder triggered a torrent of criticism branding the Crown Prince reckless and dangerous, it was easy to forget how many Western officials and commentators had previously lauded him. He was feted as the dynamic and liberalising young force the country needed to kick-start changes that had begun modestly under the late King Abdullah but had stalled and sputtered as the Arab Spring raged. In a New York Times column in November 2017, Thomas L. Friedman hailed an ‘Arab Spring, Saudi style’ delivered by a ‘young leader who is driving religious and economic reform, who talks the language of high tech, and whose biggest sin may be that he wants to go too fast’.


‘Perfect is not on the menu here,’ Friedman wrote. ‘Someone had to do this job – wrench Saudi Arabia into the 21st century – and MbS stepped up. I, for one, am rooting for him to succeed in his reform efforts.’3


Friedman’s praise for the young Crown Prince reflected a wider Western weakness for the authoritarian style when used for aims it liked. President Barack Obama showed signs of the same impulse before MbS rose to power, according to an authoritative 2016 piece on his foreign policy doctrine. Weary of various Middle East conflicts, he reportedly joked privately: ‘All I need in the Middle East is a few smart autocrats.’4


The foreigners who signed up for the MbS fan club after he came to power the following year should have known better. Autocrats oppress: it is in the nature of their power. History is littered with authoritarian ‘reformers’ who turned to terror rather than tolerate dissent.


There were also plenty of specific warning signs in the Saudi case that made Khashoggi’s killing almost a death foretold. The MbS era built on years of repression in the desert kingdom that attracted little criticism from Western allies. Persecution of dissidents that rightly would have attracted condemnation in Syria passed by little publicised in its southern neighbour. As I reported from both countries during the Arab Spring, the contrast became increasingly glaring.


 


Downpours didn’t suit Riyadh. The concrete expanses of the Saudi capital flooded quickly because of bad drainage. In the car park of the Granada shopping centre in the north of the city, I leapt puddles and weaved around a group of women in black abayas huddling for shelter at one of the giant complex’s entrances. It was 2013 – boom-time in Saudi Arabia – and the mall was rammed. Consumer confidence had been buoyed by high oil prices and the $130 billion of public spending largesse announced by King Abdullah during the early days of the Arab Spring. Out here, though, there was only damp, darkness and the prospect of an unpleasant and perhaps dangerous journey through the city streets. The floodwaters had claimed at least a dozen lives over the previous weeks.


Waiting for me in the car park was Ibrahim, an activist who had become a thorn in the monarchy’s side. I have not used his real name or those of his fellow activists I encountered, because I do not want to risk provoking official action against them. Dissent was risky when I met them; as the Khashoggi case shows, it has become potentially deadly since.


As we drove off in Ibrahim’s white Toyota, he explained to me the political context of the great rains. Many Saudis saw their country’s susceptibility to flooding as linked to the haphazard construction of sprawling cities like Riyadh, where the planning process was undermined by kickbacks. In 2010, King Abdullah himself had called for prosecutions of those responsible for the devastation caused by flash floods that killed more than 120 people and damaged ten thousand homes in Jeddah, even though large sums had been spent on drainage. ‘Because of the corruption we have poor infrastructure,’ Ibrahim reflected, as spray from the road plumed over a city that is normally one of the world’s hottest and driest. ‘Everything is full of water.’


Ibrahim had a salt-and-pepper moustache and a way of putting people at ease. He was currently under official investigation, he told me, because of his involvement in a human rights group. The police had informed him of the probe shortly before I’d phoned him the previous day to arrange our meeting. My heart sank at the thought that seeing me would be added by the authorities to his dossier of alleged crimes. As we drove along, I told him that I didn’t want to get him into more trouble, but he seemed to relish the confrontation. ‘No problem,’ he said, with a grin. ‘I have nothing to hide.’


Suddenly, the car was illuminated by a series of white flashes as if in a paparazzi ambush. In the scrum of vehicles edging around the paralysed city, we’d managed to jump a red light and trigger a traffic camera. Hundreds of them were now being installed in response to another humanitarian affront. An estimated seven thousand people died on the kingdom’s roads each year, a per capita rate about ten times higher than the UK’s. I told Ibrahim that I hoped this latest apparent transgression wouldn’t be used against him, but once again he shrugged off the concern with dark humour. ‘No, I don’t think so,’ he replied. ‘Maybe I will go to jail and so I will not have to pay the ticket.’


I asked him if he was worried about the effect on his family if he went to prison. He had a wife and young children. ‘I am sure they will understand,’ he said. ‘And my big family will take care of my kids and my wife, so I am not worried too much.’


We continued our drive through the Riyadh waterworld, crunching over an unseen manhole cover and then fording a lake in the middle of the carriageway. Moisture hissed from the tyres. We arrived in a suburban district where earth and building rubble lined the streets, turning down an alleyway that petered out amid scattered bottles and other debris. We pulled up next to a patch of wasteland. I realised I had been to this very place eighteen months previously.


The set-up was a far cry from my clandestine meetings with activists in Libya or Syria, who never lingered long in any one place. The Saudi campaigners didn’t seem to go for safe houses or concealment. While they might not at that time have faced the same risk of disappearance and death as their counterparts in Tripoli and Damascus, their decision to challenge the government directly still took a lot of courage.


We entered a compound where a floodlight picked out streaking drops of rain. The harsh lighting and sparse surroundings gave the place the feel of a prison exercise area, save for the incongruous presence of a Jacuzzi in one corner. Near to it stood a large tent, and inside the gathering was just as it was when I was last here: about a dozen men in white robes sat on chairs ringed around the walls. Above was a constellation of strip lights fanning from the centre of the tent’s roof like a spider’s legs. I greeted those present and told them I didn’t want to make anyone feel uncomfortable or cause any problems for them. ‘It’s OK,’ Ibrahim reassured me. ‘They are all brave men.’


 


They were fighting for greater rights in a country that by some measures was among the world’s most repressive. In 2018, Freedom House, the US think tank, marked Saudi Arabia as one of thirteen countries and territories to receive the worst possible ratings in its annual rankings of political rights and civil liberties.5 Riyadh’s company was dismal indeed, including North Korea, Syria and the West African kleptocracy of Equatorial Guinea.


Persecuted by their own government, often dismissed by diplomats and mostly ignored by the wider populace, Saudi Arabia’s rights promoters were playing the loneliest of hands. To be an activist there was to fight for the right to speak without even feeling the fickle solidarity the West offers campaigners against rival regimes. Instead, Saudi rights defenders seemed destined to be picked off quietly one by one. Western powers remained mostly silent even as they raged against the abuses of the Assad regime in Damascus.


The Saudi activists’ demands fell far short of Libya- or Syria-style armed insurrection. Many favoured a constitutional monarchy. Most of their demands could have come off the websites of multiple Western activist groups campaigning against the policies of their own governments – these Saudis were for representation and the right to speak, and against corruption and abuses of power. They wanted to be listened to, and they wanted to know how the gargantuan sums flowing each year into the world’s largest oil exporter were being spent.


‘These people, they are really intoxicated with power and wealth and everything else,’ one activist had previously told me about the country’s leaders. ‘They control everything and look on the country as private property.’


While repressive Gulf rulers have portrayed the Saudi activists and others like them as traitors, the rhetoric of these men was of concern for the country: the patriot as critic. A former Islamist in the group I met with Ibrahim told me how civil activism had helped pull him and other fundamentalists back from a dangerous path that had led certain Saudis towards al-Qaeda.


Another attendee argued Saudi Arabia needed to change to forestall the violence he feared could follow if building anger was not allowed a release. He said he did not want to promote a revolution, but to avoid one, hopefully with the help of ‘a smart person in the royal family who could resolve the tension. The idea is to do what’s right, because the street might erupt in chaos against the regime, like what happened in Egypt and Libya,’ he said. ‘We should not take the silence of the people as an absolute situation. In Libya, people were silent for many, many years, before they erupted in violence.’


There were many points of agreement between these campaigners and US and European liberals. But it would be mistaken and patronising to categorise the Saudi campaigners as ‘pro-Western’. In fact, they saw the West as having betrayed them through its mute tolerance of the behaviour of the Saudi regime on which it depends for oil and security support. ‘There is no doubt this regime is going to crumble sooner or later – and Western countries are going to lose tremendously,’ said one. ‘Because the regime that will take over could be an Islamist regime similar to the Iranian regime. It could be a nemesis of the West.’


He urged the West to ‘reconsider and recalculate its position’ and put pressure on the Saudi monarchy to implement reforms. He pointed out that the West gave strong support – at least rhetorically – to dissidents elsewhere in the Middle East and Asia, making all the greater the moral obligation to do the same in the Gulf. ‘Then people could feel that the West is on their side and is not the ally of tyrants,’ he said. ‘The West could rebuild its relationship with the people, as opposed to the regime.’


 


As the rain tapped on the tent’s roof, the activists drank hot malted drinks and spoke of two prominent detainees. In March 2013, Mohammad al-Qahtani and Abdullah al-Hamid were convicted of spreading false information about Saudi Arabia, setting up an illegal organisation, and rebelling against the authority of the King. Qahtani was jailed for ten years and Hamid for five, plus another six from which he had been pardoned by King Abdullah after a previous conviction. The sentences prompted condemnation from human rights groups – and the usual near-silence from most Western governments. Ibrahim said members of his group had been in touch with the men in Riyadh’s al-Hayer prison. They were in high spirits, he said, even though the situation in the jail was ‘very difficult’.


A photo of Hamid stood on a small table in the tent with images of other previously jailed campaigners. Another activist described how efforts by Hamid and Qahtani to appeal against their conviction had been hampered by the failure of the authorities to provide them with crucial papers – including the official judgment against them. Hamid had also been sick, suffering from diabetes, high blood pressure and a painful swelling in his back. The two men had appeared for their last hearing with their legs and arms shackled together. ‘That was too much,’ said the activist. ‘It was meant to humiliate them.’


A further four campaigners in the room, including Ibrahim, were now on the ‘waiting list’ for jail, the activist said. It was part of an attritional official war. Some of the men claimed that this conflict was conducted within certain boundaries; the authorities favoured the mental pressure of opaque and open-ended investigation over arbitrary arrest. But others disagreed, telling stories of people being detained for tweets critical of official policy, distributing leaflets and organising protests. For the government, political activists were ‘more dangerous than al-Qaeda’, argued another campaigner. ‘Al-Qaeda are only a few people and nobody likes them,’ he said. ‘But the authorities know the population of Saudi Arabia need their freedom.’


A man named Mansour came to sit by me and told me how he’d recently visited Hamid in prison. The jailed activist had complained of a pain in his left shoulder. He’d been trying unsuccessfully for a month to see a doctor. ‘He’s scared that maybe the pain is becoming more,’ Mansour said. ‘Maybe a cancer or something. Also, he is losing health generally. When you see his face and skin colour, it’s not like before.’


Mansour told me Hamid had eight grown-up children, all except one of whom were in Saudi Arabia. It was a reminder of how one of the most agonising risks for activists in dictatorships is the possibility that their actions will trigger persecution of their families, whether through direct harassment or the blocking of financial benefits and job opportunities. One of Hamid’s boys had exams in two weeks, and was worried about his father. Hamid’s wife was also anxious about her husband. ‘She worries about his health,’ Mansour said. ‘And now she also worries about his life.’


According to Mansour, Hamid himself was ‘happy’. He was used to jail – this was his seventh incarceration. Mansour, a public sector worker, said he had also suffered ‘many’ problems due to his own activism. He had survived efforts to fire him, been denied promotion, and twice had his salary stopped for more than six months. Recently, he had been moved from a job that involved engaging with the public into an obscure back office role. ‘But we will not change,’ he said of his activism. ‘We will keep going.’


Hamid’s family had a long-standing interest in and engagement with political ideas. Like Qahtani, they were from the northern city of Buraydah, which was noted for its independent-minded people – ‘some of them with government, some of them against’, as one activist put it. Many had farms locally and business interests abroad, giving them both a degree of autonomy and a less parochial perspective than some of their fellow Saudis.


Hamid was an Arabic literature professor and poet. His first big moment of activism – and lesson in its attendant risks – was after the 1991 Gulf War, when he set up a committee on legal rights and wrote to the government asking for political reforms. That had cost him his job at a Saudi Arabian university.


After years of committed – but largely fruitless – activism, Hamid was invigorated by the popular uprisings that began in Tunisia in late 2010, according to Mansour. ‘Before the Arab Spring in Tunis, he said: “Maybe our children will see the change,” ’ Mansour noted. ‘But after the Arab Spring, he thought the change would be very soon.’


Only a few people were left in the tent now, gathered around me across from the charred brick fireplace needed to keep the space warm during winter. They laughed at how they were all on an official travel ban – ‘because we live in a big jail’, Ibrahim said. They were also delighted to have annoyed the authorities by tweeting ten days previously that Hamid was not well. That triggered a barrage of protest calls to the prison, jamming the switchboard. In April 2020, Hamid died detained in hospital after a stroke.


As I prepared to leave, Ibrahim told me he had a message to the world from Saudi Arabia’s pro-democracy campaigners. ‘The government will not hear the voices of activists, but they will monitor the international media,’ he reasoned. ‘The human rights activists are ready to pay the price of freedom. And at the end we will bring all the human rights abuses in our country to justice.


‘This is my message,’ he concluded, ‘before the jail.’


 


Ibrahim was all too prescient. He would end up being detained as part of a years-long crackdown on dissent in the kingdom that swept up many of its most prominent activists. In 2014, Raif Badawi, a writer and activist, was jailed for ten years – and sentenced to a thousand lashes. Leaked phone footage showed the first fifty strokes being administered in front of a large crowd,6 in an atmosphere Badawi’s wife, Ensaf Haidar, who was living in Canada with their three children, compared to that of a ‘beach party’. Later that year, Badawi’s lawyer, Waleed Abu al-Khair, who has represented many activists and is married to Badawi’s sister Samar, received a fifteen-year sentence, supposedly for terrorism-related offences and disrespecting the court. Al-Khair, a critic of a Saudi antiterrorism law passed in early 2014, was jailed ‘primarily for his comments to media outlets and tweets criticizing Saudi Arabia’s human rights record’,7 according to Human Rights Watch. His sister Samar told Reuters that her brother saw the court as ‘lacking basic international standards for any tribunal and had objected to trying even terrorists in it, let alone rights activists’.


The regime even jailed female activists who had campaigned for women to have the right to drive – a demand that became government policy under Mohammed bin Salman. Their detention seemed to make no sense even under the brutal logic of autocracy, except as a lesson not to take credit away from the leader who wants to be seen as the author of all things good. One of the campaigners detained was Samar Badawi, Raif’s sister, who had sent out regular bulletins on other jailed dissidents.


The sister of Loujain al-Hathloul, one of the detained driving activists, has highlighted the grim situation. Alia al-Hathloul wrote an article describing her alarm and bafflement on hearing the news in May 2018 that Loujain had been arrested at their parents’ home in Riyadh. ‘I was shocked and confused because the Saudi ban on women driving was about to be removed,’ Alia, who lives in Brussels, wrote in the New York Times in January 2019.8


Alia described how Saudi media branded as traitors Loujain and five other detained female activists. Loujain had already spent more than seventy days in jail after she had tried to drive from Saudi Arabia to the United Arab Emirates in 2014. Then MbS came to power and the government declared in September 2017 that the ban on women driving would be ended in the following year. Alia said that ahead of the announcement her sister received a call from an official in the kingdom’s royal court ordering her not to comment publicly on the decision.


Loujain moved to the UAE to study but was stopped by security officials while driving in March 2018 and put on a plane to Riyadh, according to her sister. She was detained for a few days, released and then rearrested in May, just weeks before the driving ban ceased. Between May and September she was in solitary confinement, before being moved to a prison in Jeddah where her parents were able to visit her.


Alia said Loujain told their parents she had been tortured. She was ‘beaten, waterboarded, given electric shocks, sexually harassed and threatened with rape and murder’, Alia wrote. ‘My parents then saw that her thighs were blackened by bruises.’ Her captors, who allegedly included a top royal adviser, made her eat with them during daylight hours of the holy month of Ramadan, during which Muslims are supposed to fast while the sun is up. One of the men told her: ‘No one is above us, not even God.’


The alleged abuses appeared to be part of a wider pattern. An Amnesty International report published in November 2018 said several Saudi activists, including a number of women, had reported suffering sexual harassment, torture and other forms of ill treatment while detained arbitrarily at Jeddah’s Dhahban prison. The human rights group said it had obtained three separate testimonies detailing how detainees were ‘repeatedly tortured by electrocution and flogging, leaving some unable to walk or stand properly’. ‘In one reported instance, one of the activists was made to hang from the ceiling, and according to another testimony, one of the detained women was reportedly subjected to sexual harassment, by interrogators wearing face masks,’ Amnesty said.9 The Saudi government has denied the claims.


In March 2019, the Saudi state news agency said authorities were readying themselves for a trial of the women’s rights activists. The media report referred to a 2018 official statement that said the detainees were suspected of damaging the country’s interests and aiding hostile elements overseas.10


Other Gulf countries have also cracked down as the Saudi purge on opposition has played out. In the UAE, the prominent activist Ahmed Mansoor was detained in 2017, sentenced to ten years in jail and fined 1 million dirhams (£215,000). The court found he had insulted the ‘status and prestige of the UAE and its symbols’, including its leaders, according to the Abu Dhabi government-owned newspaper The National. He was also convicted of ‘seeking to damage the relationship of the UAE with its neighbours by publishing false reports and information on social media’, the newspaper reported.11 He was one of the ‘UAE Five’ activists who had been jailed in 2011 – and later pardoned – for insulting the country and its leaders.


It meant many of the prominent activists I’d met or followed during my two and a half years living in the Gulf had ended up in jail. Even more striking was that they’d expected it to happen. In Syria’s uprising, you risked imprisonment and even death if you opposed the government – but the combination of opposition-held areas and wider chaos meant you had a chance of survival or evading capture. In a tightly controlled Gulf state, however, there was no escape. If they wanted you, they came for you with a mix of sanctions including asset freezes, travel bans and – ultimately – imprisonment. Instead of the viper’s strike on dissent, it was the constrictor’s squeeze.


Like their four fellow Gulf Cooperation Council members, Saudi and the UAE were monarchies in which ultimate power lay with hereditary rulers. The Gulf states were forged from the power struggles and alliances between often nomadic clans. The modern countries sprang up over the span of almost half the twentieth century as leaders built authority and British imperialism in the region waned. The new nations ran on old principles attuned to an era of survival in the harsh desert environment and its skirmishes: the power of the leader was absolute and unquestioned, on the understanding that he would rule his people wisely and benevolently.


By 2018, Gulf politics and its international projection were increasingly defined by MbS and Crown Prince Mohammed bin Zayed, his counterpart in Abu Dhabi, the United Arab Emirates capital. Both men were the driving forces in their countries despite not being the monarchs. Mohammed bin Zayed – also known in the west as MbZ – was technically number two to his brother Khalifa, the country’s president. But MbZ had been the de facto leader for years.


Both Saudi Arabia and the UAE were long-standing allies of the West. They were the world’s two biggest arms importers in 2017 by some measures, with many of the weapons coming from the US and western European countries – though the totals are much lower than the economically existential amounts suggested by President Donald Trump. US general Jim Mattis, who later became defence secretary under Trump, approvingly dubbed the UAE ‘little Sparta’ for its fight against Islamist militants in Libya and Iraq. Washington, Riyadh and Abu Dhabi grew closer still after the Trump administration pulled out of the international Iran nuclear deal in 2018 as part of a much more aggressive approach to the regime in Tehran.


Since MbS became defence minister on King Abdullah’s death in 2015, he had worked in concert with the UAE on an increasingly hawkish regional foreign policy. The two countries had blockaded their erstwhile regional partner Qatar, become more openly confrontational with Iran and prosecuted a bloody war in Yemen against the Shia Houthi militias there. By late 2018, the UN estimated fourteen million people – half the country’s population – were at risk of famine because they were entirely reliant on external aid.12


Some in the West preferred to focus on MbS’s moves to relax his kingdom’s strict social code. He allowed people of different genders to mix and public performances of dance and cinema to be held. After years of harsh control, enforced by the country’s feared religious police, these were significant changes, but the whole approach also had a strong sense of bread and circuses about it. In a strategy also used by some Western governments, eye-catching cultural policies left the country’s deeper structures of power and wealth intact.


There were early warnings of the harsh authoritarian underlay to the new Saudi veneer of permissiveness. Late in 2017, the regime rounded up more than two hundred royals and prominent business people and imprisoned scores of them in Riyadh’s opulent Ritz-Carlton hotel on suspicion of corruption. I had once attended a conference at the hotel, where monstrous chandeliers and soaring bronze stallions loomed over the guests as they networked during the breaks between sessions. A French oilman remarked sniffily that it was ‘like Versailles, but in bad taste’.


Those imprisoned there were released only once they had agreed to hand over large sums amounting to more than $100 billion. Authorities presented these as settlements of the allegations. Some of the detainees were members of the late King Abdullah’s branch of the Saudi royal family, a rival to MbS’s faction. One, a top aide to Prince Turki bin Abdullah, a son of the late king, died apparently after being tortured, the New York Times reported.13 The Saudi government denied ill treatment of any of those held at the Ritz-Carlton. They included Prince Alwaleed bin Talal, the ‘Warren Buffett of Arabia’, who was Khashoggi’s patron. The prince later said his confidential release agreement allowed him to function with ‘zero guilt’ and ‘zero conditions’.14


The corruption crackdown won plaudits in Saudi Arabia and abroad but also raised big questions about the lack of due process and the allegations of abuses and killing. The authorities shrugged off the concerns.


In August 2018, further contradictions in MbS’s supposed social liberalism emerged. His regime reacted furiously to statements by the Canadian government calling for the release of detained activists. Ottawa broadcast the demand on social media, rather than raise it only privately through diplomatic channels. Riyadh branded it ‘a blatant interference in the Kingdom’s domestic affairs, against basic international norms and all international protocols’. It expelled the Canadian ambassador, withdrew its envoy from Ottawa and scrapped new bilateral trade.


It showed the dark side of one-man rule, even when put to supposedly progressive ends. It can be capricious – and it is inherently contradictory. While ostensibly modernising in spirit, it requires discussion and disagreement to be stifled.


Most Gulf governments – with the notable exception of Bahrain – hadn’t faced any widespread popular uprisings. But the Western silence was disturbing. For all their surface urbanity, the Arabian monarchies oversaw countries where public debate was quelled, activists persecuted and leaders almost never held to account.


These regimes were also not so far from the West in spirit as some might like to think. Transparency in government and access to official information had developed fitfully in Europe, and there were politicians who would like to see those gains reversed. Some Western authorities had infringed increasingly deeply on civil liberties in the name of national security and combating terrorism, through the use of measures such as detention without trial.


 


The first Western apologia for Gulf repression I heard on arrival in the region came from an unlikely source: a lawyer for a prominent US firm. Based in the heart of Dubai’s financial district, this man was a corporate dealmaker rather than a civil liberties specialist, but that didn’t stop him offering me some advice on what I should and should not say. He asked me what stories I was planning to do. After I gave a non-committal answer, he suggested that, if I covered conditions in the United Arab Emirates’ much-criticised camps for labourers, my newspaper would ‘not be very popular’ in these parts. As he leaned back in his chair, he warmed to his theme and offered me some advice.


‘I know this sounds awful,’ he said, ‘but I would play it safe.’


Play it safe: three words that seemed to loom large for expatriates who took the Gulf shilling and, as one acquaintance described it, ‘put their brains in the freezer’. I lost count of the number of times I’d heard or read remarks from foreign professionals along the lines of: ‘Well, if you keep your head down here and don’t say anything stupid, then there’s nothing to worry about.’ The Gulf countries’ asphyxiation of debate on any sensitive topic couldn’t exist without the support of foreigners, particularly Westerners, who prop up the system either implicitly or explicitly. Some are at least honest about their views: one British public relations adviser to a Gulf monarchy told me breezily over breakfast one day that he didn’t really believe in democracy and much preferred the Arabian Peninsula way of governing.


The atmosphere felt all the more disorienting because familiar songs from life in the West had a different tune in the desert. In my first weeks in the UAE, Time Out published a guide that stated baldly how the country’s laws were ‘fair’ and ‘there to protect you’. The article went on to explain how you could be jailed for bouncing a cheque or having sex with anyone, man or woman, to whom you weren’t married.


At a diplomatic level, the same Western powers who had condemned arbitrary political detentions by Libya’s Colonel Gaddafi and Syria’s Assad seemed much more tolerant of human rights abuses of their Gulf allies. Few were surprised at the lack of concern from Britain, which had been scouring the region for investment to prop up its ailing economy since David Cameron’s coalition government came to power in 2010. Cameron swept through the Gulf in late 2012, in an effort to secure multi-billion pound warplane orders from Saudi Arabia and the UAE. He also succeeded in ironing out a diplomatic wrinkle that had seen Britain’s BP excluded from the bidding for a huge forthcoming UAE oil concession.


The US, deeply entrenched in the Gulf through oil and military bases, also had soothing words for its Arabian Peninsula hosts after the Arab Spring began. When the USS Rushmore docked in 2013 at Abu Dhabi’s vast new Khalifa Port, Michael H. Corbin, Washington’s ambassador to the UAE, hailed it as a historic moment and ‘yet another symbol of the strong bilateral relationship that the United States shares with the United Arab Emirates’.15 The same week he told a newspaper in an interview that the announcement of the UAE’s trial of ninety-four people accused of plotting to topple the government was ‘not a human rights issue’, as the authorities’ evidence would be tested in court. ‘When you look at countries that are under the spotlight for human rights,’ Corbin said, ‘this is not one of them.’16


Reading UAE newspapers became a Kremlinological exercise in deciphering the real story between the lines. Articles reported people being sentenced to death, without any details of their names, the evidence against them or details of what they were supposed to have done. Police allegations were routinely reported as fact, with no suggestion they needed to be corroborated or to withstand cross-examination. Foreigners were put on trial for flicking drivers a finger or for kissing in public or having babies while unmarried, while Emiratis who killed people in cars or with guns often received light sentences. Many accounts yelled inconsistencies and suggested potential injustices, yet no journalists ever commented critically on them.


Public life in many Gulf countries embodies the truth that the most effective kind of censorship is the kind that is understood and doesn’t need to be enforced. The National, the Abu Dhabi government-owned newspaper launched to claims of independence in 2008, was a professionally produced publication with many excellent journalists and plenty of good foreign coverage. But its domestic stories read more like Pravda. While some articles did contain mild criticisms of logistical aspects of life in the UAE, such as road safety or urban services, there was naturally a dearth of pieces that criticised the rulers or raised big questions about the direction of the country. ‘It’s got worse and worse,’ a talented National reporter lamented to me as long ago as 2013. ‘It feels like a vice is tightening . . . we were basically ordered to pump out more propaganda and less criticism of Abu Dhabi. Since the [political] crackdown they have been more cagey. They want us to do less of the very little bad news we cover – and more of the press releases.’


The Gulf monarchies’ complete social control crystallised during the 2010 trial of Sheikh Issa bin Zayed, a half-brother of the UAE’s ruler. He was filmed, in footage later broadcast on US television, as part of a gang that tortured an Afghan trader. The attackers fired bullets within inches of the man’s body, beat him with a cattle prod and a plank of wood with a nail embedded, and then drove over him in a 4 x 4. Several men were jailed for their part in the attack, two for sodomising their victim with a stick, yet Sheikh Issa was acquitted on the grounds that he had been drugged by the two men who videoed the assault as part of a blackmail plot. That pair – former business associates of the Sheikh – were each sentenced in absentia to five years in jail. Not only was Sheikh Issa deemed blameless, but he was even held to be the victim and those who had provided evidence against him felons. Sheikh Abdullah, the foreign minister (and half-brother to Sheikh Issa), noted that it was impossible for the government to interfere in the case, as the judiciary acted independently.
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