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“I think that one of the tragedies of this story is that the Saudi Arabians exported their problem by financing schools—the madrassas—all through the Islamic world. The Saudi Arabian government had two wings. The mainland Saudi leadership went into financial issues and defense issues, and controlled the elite establishment in order to purchase support. From the more fundamentalist religious groups, they gave certain other ministries, the religious ministries, education ministries, to more fundamentalist Islam leaders. And that’s how the split occurred.

So the Saudi government was, to a certain extent, pursuing internally inconsistent policies throughout this period—reaching out to the West with sophisticated, well educated, internationally minded leaders like its foreign minister, like its ambassador in Washington and others. At the same time, it was funding with this vast oil revenue a different set of efforts: education, which was narrowly based on the Koran …”

—RICHARD HOLBROOKE,
former US Ambassador to the UN,
who did not mince his words, during an
interview granted in 2014.1
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FOREWORD

by Hubert Védrine

Considering the major position Saudi Arabia has enjoyed in the oil economy and global geopolitics since the famous encounter between King Abdulaziz and President Roosevelt on the American cruiser, Le Quincy, on his return from Yalta, over seventy years ago, Pierre Conesa’s book is essential in order to better decipher this country, as well as the Saudi regime, its vision of the world, and its policies.

Seven sovereigns down the line, under the reign of King Salman, who succeeded King Abdullah on January 23, 2015, the need to understand is even more acute because new questions are being raised—questions that had not been explicitly formulated earlier, in particular with regard to Saudi Arabia’s role in recent decades in the propagation of a fundamentalist sect of Islam known as Wahhabism. At the same time, Saudi Arabia is facing the internal consequences of its oil policy, as well as Iran’s inevitable return to the international arena. It is important to try to understand, beyond any immediate reactions, how Saudi Arabia will react to all this in the long term.

In particular, it is Saudi Arabia’s “religious diplomacy” that Pierre Conesa has undertaken to analyze in this book. It is posited that this kind of proselytism is embedded in the “Saudi regime’s DNA” and encompasses both the teaching and propagation of the faith, Conesa does not hide the fact that his approach is very critical. In fact, he analyzes Wahhabism, and Salafism—which, according to the author, go hand in hand—as a “totalitarian” political ideology deployed against Arab nationalism, Shiism, Iran, and the Western ideology of democracy and human rights.

He analyzes the history of this “religious diplomacy,” always critically, before and after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and its various areas of action: countries in the first circle, countries with a Muslim minority, the former Yugoslavia, the former USSR, European countries, North America and Australia. The upheavals and convulsions of the last twenty years and the rising power of Salafism in many parts of the world have led him to describe Saudi Arabia as a Dr. Jekyll, surpassed by its alter-ego, Mr. Hyde.

Pierre Conesa has, of course, studied the internal workings of “Saudi-Wahhabism,” but it is its outer dimension of a “soft worldwide ideological power” that interests him the most. In this respect, how can we dispute the legitimacy of such an approach, since it is true that the world today would be incomprehensible without taking into account the conventional power relations between states, global enterprises and financial powerhouses, but also soft power in all its forms? To begin with there is, of course, the global soft power of the United States (indeed, the American professor, Joseph Nye, used this concept to recommend a more sophisticated use of American power).

Nor can we fail to think of the soft power of Israel as well; the one the European Union hoped to exert, precisely because of its rejection of the balance of power, before it started doubting itself; the one that France reckons it has held on to through multiple levers, including Francophony; the one that Putin’s Russia wishes to develop by allying itself with the Orthodox Church (moreover, when Putin goes to Mount Athos, we speak of “religious diplomacy”); the Vatican’s soft power–which is obvious; that of the Dalai Lama; of NGOs as well as diasporas (Chinese, Iranian, African, etc.) and the countless lobbies … So there is nothing unusual about analyzing Saudi Arabia from this point of view, not just from the perspective of the oil industry.

In so doing, Pierre Conesa fills a gap in the political analysis of a mode of action that has profoundly changed international relations, since to our knowledge there is no book in English or French on this subject.

It is especially useful for France, which has become—among other things, due to its long-standing, strict secularism—the country least able to understand the deep-seated persistence of religious phenomena and has long been content with superficial generalities about Islam, Sunnis and Shiites, the dialogue of cultures, and so on.2

This rigorous but well-argued work, which will evidently arouse strong reactions, makes us want to go even further with the analysis—something the author himself calls for.

Further work is needed on the sources and drivers of today’s Islamism and its extreme forms. Should such a study be limited only to Saudi Arabia and Wahhabi sources? Shouldn’t it be extended to other countries, some of the Emirates, for example? To Muslim religious institutions, not necessarily linked to Saudi Arabia?

But also, more broadly speaking, what should one think of the way Erdogˇan’s Turkey has evolved from this point of view? How far can the re-Islamization of the country go? Why have other Muslim countries—in the Middle East, the Maghreb, Africa, and so on, which are often proponents of a very different, less extremist Islam—allowed themselves to be so strongly influenced? Is it a question of resources? Ideology? Resignation on the part of political authorities?

On the other hand, why are some Muslim states better off than others in defending moderate Islam? Morocco is one that comes to mind—it has managed to maintain close relations with Saudi Arabia while preserving its tolerant Maliki rites and is now happily training imams for West Africa.

Last but not least, is it possible to foresee where history will take us and what will be the future of Saudi Arabia’s religious strategy? Is this critical study—one of great interest and the outcome of enormous work over the past several decades—still tenable for the future? Faced with Daesh, those who have—and will—take charge of Saudi Arabia’s fate in so different and so confused a Middle Eastern context, especially given the upheaval in the oil situation, cannot possibly fail toraise questions and consider heartbreaking revisions in their policy. Only time will tell. In the meantime, this book helps us to measure the stakes involved.


INTRODUCTION

The Saudis constituted the largest contingent of foreign combatants fighting the Red Army in Afghanistan (5,000 people), the largest contingent of the September 11 terrorists (15 of the 19 members), and the largest number of the Guantánamo prisoners (115 out of 611). Saudis also make up the second-largest contingency of foreign members of the Islamic State (Daesh) in Syria and Iraq today with 2,500 members enlisted because of their “extraordinary empathy for jihad.” There must be some reason for this overwhelming appetite for jihad! After the first attack on the World Trade Center in 1993, the White House decided to conduct a strike against Sudan on the pretext that there had been 5 Sudanese among the 15 terrorists. However, after the September 11, 2001 attack, the White House pointed the finger at … Iran, Iraq, and North Korea, before going on to invade Afghanistan and Iraq although there had been no Iranian, no Iraqi, no Afghan, nor any North Korean among them. A real Saudi enigma!

There are about 50–60 million Salafists worldwide, with 20–30 million in India, 5–6 million in Egypt, 27.5 million in Bangladesh and 1.6 million in Sudan. Salafist communities are smaller elsewhere: about 10,000 in Tunisia, 17,000 in Morocco, 7,000 in Jordan, 17,000 in France, and 4,000–5,000 in Germany. According to German intelligence, Salafism is the fastest growing Islamic movement in the world. So the question is: Is there a correlation between Saudi religious diplomacy and the spread of Salafism? That is what we will try to analyze here.

This book is not a work of theology. There are many excellent works that help understand the differences between Wahhabism and the other practices of Islam; between Quietist Salafism and Jihadist Salafism or between Tablighis and Salafists. But that is not our intention here, for in our view, limiting the analysis to theological aspects seems as vain an exercise as was the thought—in other times—that it was necessary to differentiate between Kim Il-Sung’s communism and that of Enver Hoxha. Similarly, there are excellent analyses on the internal convolutions within the royal family of Saudi Arabia—if you want to know whether the nonagenarian candidate will succeed in winning rather than the centenarian candidate, or if a “young” 40-year-old surprise candidate could change tribal power politics.

This book is an analysis from the viewpoint of political science and international relations, which attempts to demonstrate that in this theocratic-tribal regime, state diplomacy, aimed at safeguarding the reign of the Sauds, and religious diplomacy, devoted to propagating Wahhabism (very early on called Salafism), are dialectically linked. The Saudi regime has to reconcile its dynastic interests, which lead it to resort more than is reasonable to its Western protectors, with the ever-orbiting missionary ambitions of the Wahhabi hierarchy. Whenever the regime has called for help from the “infidels”—the worst enemies of its ulemas (clerics), doctors of the Koranic faith responsible for ensuring “compliance” with theological texts and principles—it has solicited theological support from the latter, which has been granted through a learned casuistry worthy of the best Jesuits. But in exchange, the king has conceded increasingly extensive powers to his clergy to govern society and develop his religious diplomacy. The clearer and bolder the ulemas’ support of the regime, the greater the king’s munificence. The sovereign could therefore promise Westerners that the financial aid given to radical groups would be restricted, but would certainly not change the nature of his international proselytism, always backed by almost unlimited financial manna.

It seemed unnecessary for the West to differentiate between the Saudi regime—a very wealthy client, but a geopolitical dwarf—and its religious diplomacy, as long as the latter did not create any problems while hindering communism or Arab socialism. But is that still possible? Radicalization is spreading its rot in all major religions today (American neo-evangelism around George W. Bush, radical Judaism in the Occupied Territories, Hinduism with the rise to power of the nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in India and even violent Buddhism in Myanmar), but the originality of Muslim radicalism is that it has been constantly supported ideologically and financially by a country with colossal resources and indisputable religious legitimacy. Saudi Arabia is not the first, nor the only country to cultivate Islamic solidarity—Hassan al-Turabi’s Sudan, which established the International Organization for the Dawah (in Islamic theology, the purpose of “dawah” or “da’wah” is to invite people, Muslims and non-Muslims, to understand the worship of Allah as expressed in the Koran and the “Sunnah” of Prophet Muhammad and to inform them about Muhammad), was once called the “Mecca of terrorism.” More recently, Qatar has financed the Salafists widely and with equal offhandedness. Khomeini’s Iran or Colonel Gaddafi’s Libya ordered Islamist groups to conduct attacks abroad. Today, Turkey is playing the religious card in Central Asia and the Middle East among Turkish-speaking groups. But very few of these policies have been as consistent and availed of resources as vast as those of Saudi Arabia, for decades together.

The key question regarding contemporary Islam is to understand how Wahhabism—denounced as a sectarian deviation by various religious authorities right from the time it emerged and as the Saudi regime was gradually established—became the quasi-dominant form of Islam, as Hamadi Redissi said in the title of his book, Le Pacte de Nadjd ou comment l’islam sectaire est devenu l’islam (The Nadjd Pact or How Sectarian Islam Became Islam).3

One of the answers lies in the originality of Saudi Arabia’s international approach, which, from its inception, systematically developed a religious diplomacy that was favorably welcomed by the West since it seemed anti-Nasser and anti-Soviet. Contrary to Nasser’s pan-Arabism, the West’s chancelleries viewed pan-Islamism as the perfect barrier against “socialism.” It was, and still is, almost unimaginable for many Western leaders to believe that this country could have its own strategy, which has ultimately proved deeply detrimental to democratic regimes. However, Saudi aid, conceived as an enterprise for the Wahhabization of Pakistan and Afghanistan, gave birth to the Taliban (religious students from Pakistan’s Wahhabi madrassas, among others)—who were, in a way, pre-production models of the Salafi Jihadists. After 9/11, American neoconservatives managed to avoid accusing Riyadh. And Europe simply nodded in agreement! A worthy lesson in soft power, indeed!

Above all, the total similarity between Salafism and Wahhabism in terms of political ideas must be noted: sectarianism against other Sunni practices, legal violence against Shiism, racism against “non-believers,” anti-Semitism, obscurantism, denial of human law as compared to divine law, hatred of the other (any “other,” misogyny, homophobia, intolerance and so on). These are therefore totalitarian religious ideas. The kind of Salafism that does not explicitly call for war is called “Quietist Salafism.” In all forms of violent radicalization there is always a certain ideological radicalization. Believing that there could be a tolerable, “quietist” Salafism would mean being almost as blind as to believe that Nazism could have a pacifist and tolerant form, or that democratic communism could exist. Simply identifying sources of funding of the Islamic State or terrorist groups will not suffice to ensure the dwindling of their numbers. The Salafism taught in the world’s Wahhabi universities and madrassas is the ideological driving force that will continue to thrive even after the disappearance of the Islamic State, if it is not stopped.

What are the internal mechanisms of religious diplomacy?

Over time, an “ideological industry” to use Kamel Daoud’s expression—a hybrid between the American type of powerful soft power and the propagandist machinery of the communist system—seems to have gained ground in Saudi Arabia.4 Saudi religious diplomacy, supported at the State’s highest level without total governmental oversight, combines public action with private foundations, determining who should be helped, sanctioned, or excluded. Because of its diversity and complexity, the Saudi propaganda system can be comparable to the American system: personal actions of the royal gens, international organizations, funding and establishment of free Koranic schools (madrassas) for children and salaried imams all across the world, private foundations with immense resources, “humanitarian” NGOs, institution of a scholarship policy to attract the best students from foreign madrassas to the Kingdom’s Islamic universities, investments in mass media, and so on. However, in many ways the Saudi system is also an heir to the Communist system given its stainless totalitarian ideology and its political commissars, corps of missionaries of all origins trained at its Islamic universities, mainly the one in Medina, which in another place would have been called “Lumumba University.”5 The 25,000 foreign scholarship holders from 160 different nationalities who have passed through Saudi Islamic universities over the last 30 years or so are the new apparatchiks in charge of propagating the dogma. Riyadh continues to pay salaries to some who have set out to preach in their own country.

How does the system work? The publication by WikiLeaks of more than 60,000 Saudi diplomatic documents has provided access to this very opaque organization. The Muslim World League (MWL), a UN-recognized NGO, has been the key enforcer of the kingdom’s religious diplomacy and has been able to adapt to local contexts. By claiming an Islamic identity with its Islamic courts and its Koranic schools in communitarian countries or by denouncing the “Islamophobic” legislation of secular countries like France, the League has used differentiated strategies in support of Saudi Arabia’s religious diplomacy. The world’s most intolerant regime pays for the luxury of playing an active role in interreligious dialogue by creating the King Abdullah Bin Abdulaziz International Center for Interreligious and Intercultural Dialogue (KAICIID), an NGO also registered with the UN. This is a kind of faceless diplomacy: no Sheikh Yamani with a smiling face in conferences on international issues, no elegant prince in his traditional costume—so attractive to journalists.

Religious diplomacy in Saudi Arabia is a mechanism supported by the political system, driven by a religious group with planetary ambitions—the Wahhabi ulemas—and endowed with a rigid but always adaptable ideology when it comes to rescuing the regime. This may be why it has been so little studied as a system. Yet it is clear from our estimations that Riyadh has spent as much money on its external religious activities as on its arms purchases in recent decades.

We will also examine the establishment of the multi-layered structures of the country’s international religious diplomacy, right from its inception, but especially in the 1960s, primarily aimed at fighting against Arab socialism. As much as an overview of Riyadh’s state diplomacy may reveal all kinds of reversals depending on what was required for the Al-Saud family’s survival, its religious diplomacy is characterized by its constancy and explains the spread of Salafism and the pinnacle of conversions or of the switch to Jihadism. However, while it may not be realistic to imagine a totally organized and coordinated religious diplomacy, it is nonetheless true that the means employed, in particular financial resources, finally led to worldwide activities that have proved extremely effective in the long term, their impact initially destabilizing for Muslim countries but also for Muslim communities in Western countries. The system was taken over only when the monarchy was threatened either by attacks on its soil or by religious protests. Only then did the regime begin to control funding and modes of action more harshly, but never when its “non-believing” allies requested it to do so. Responding to such an injunction would have meant giving in to the infidels or “kafirs”—an intolerable idea for the ulemas.

The year 1979 was like an earthquake for the country. While Arab socialism’s death certificate had been written since the Six-Day War, the regime was struck by a triple shockwave. In February, with the revolution in Tehran, Shiism took over political Islam’s leadership and challenged the Sauds’ legitimacy with regard to managing the religion’s Holy Shrines. In November, the Great Mosque of Mecca was occupied for eighteen days by the ultra-conservative descendants of the Ikhwans who had helped the Sauds to take power; and last but not least, in December, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan gave the regime the opportunity to launch the call for jihad outside the country and to dispatch its turbulent protesters there. Confronted with an internal or external crisis, the regime reacted as it has always done—with “more religion.” Some of the modalities of Saudi diplomacy will be analyzed here, with regard to the first circle countries (Pakistan, Yemen, Egypt, etc.), those with strong Shiite minorities (Bulgaria, India), countries with a Muslim minority facing a crisis (Kosovo, Bosnia, etc.), Sub-Saharan African countries (Mali), those in the former USSR and, finally, Western countries. These few regional explorations have been touched upon to demonstrate the global nature of Saudi diplomacy. It would be impossible for a single researcher to conduct an exhaustive study, given the wealth of material to be examined. But a team made up of specialists from each of the regional spaces would be able to draft out a complete synthesis of this worldwide system.

Was the era of contradictions finally approaching? The divorce had been consummated in 1991, when the Sauds called for American troops against Saddam Hussein. The various crises that struck or have been striking the Arab–Muslim world in recent decades have profoundly changed the balance of power. Today, the Wahhabi regime is challenged both by the Muslim Brotherhood that it had protected against persecution by Arab nationalists, and by Salafist Jihadism and the Islamic State, to whose birth it had largely contributed. The attraction of Salafist Jihadism and its proto-state in Syria and Iraq has proved to be unparalleled at the international level (25,000 foreign fighters from a hundred nationalities), while Riyadh grants naturalization with the kind of parsimony worthy of a tax haven. More so than Riyadh, the Caliphate symbolizes the Ummah (the whole community of Muslims bound together by ties of religion) and, above all, the Sunni cause. Al-Baghdadi has placed himself above the Sauds and designated the regime as a future target. Riyadh, aware of this deadly challenge, is not seeking to destroy the Salafist Jihadism that so resembles its own society—rather, it rivals it by targeting Shiites, just asthe former does.

There are a number of critical works in English on the danger Saudi Arabia represents—indeed, there are all kinds of works on the subject (academic studies, reports by the US Congress, by NGOs, by associations for the defense of religious freedom, journalistic articles, etc.). With a few exceptions, academics have been very cautious on this specific subject for various reasons, ranging from the difficulty of finding sources to the fear of being denied visas and therefore losing access to their research areas. The two Arabic-speaking specialists who worked on this book preferred to remain anonymous. Similarly, interviews conducted in France, Switzerland, the Middle East and Central Asia with Imams, Muslim Brotherhood members, chairpersons of different associations, managers of mosques or Muslim World League (MWL) officials remain anonymous at the common request of my interlocutors.

In order not to be accused of Islamophobia—an accusation triggered with the same celerity as that of anti-Semitism when criticizing Israeli policy—I have used Muslim websites as far as possible in order to source the facts quoted.


CHAPTER 1

A RELIGIOUS DIPLOMACY INSCRIBED IN THE SAUDI REGIME’S DNA

The Saud family’s interests were linked to those of the Al-Shaikh family of Abd al-Wahhab, the founder of Wahhabism, with the aim of undertaking a joint project that would lead to the establishment of the regime. Religious diplomacy was born at the same time as the Kingdom.

FROM BEDOUIN CHIEF TO KING

Saudi Arabia has never been fully colonized and the tribes living at the heart of the Najd desert have remained virtually isolated for centuries. For these Bedouins, time somehow stopped with the Prophet. The conquest of the peninsula was a family enterprise, based on the matrimonial alliance between a tribal chief, Ibn Saud, and a religious leader, Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab. As soon as the Najd Pact was adopted in 1744, the commitment became reciprocal: the ulemas of Abd al-Wahhab’s tribe, the Al-Shaikh, supported the regime, which promised to spread Wahhabi Islam in exchange. The definition given by Dominique Chevallier, professor emeritus at Paris-Sorbonne University, explained its essence: “[Wahhabism], both a religious and political, Arab and Muslim movement, set itself the primary goal […] of building a Sunni state extending not only to the Najd Desert, but to all Arab countries, of restoring Islam to its initial purity by fighting all suspect (bida’ah) innovations or popular superstitions and by allowing itself extensive opportunities for expansion, as in the time of the Companions [of the Prophet].”6 Henri Laoust, a French orientalist specializing in Hanbalism, added that Wahhabis liked to believe that they were the “vangaurd of resistance to Shiism and any other suspicious sect.”7 In its time, this worldwide program, propounded very early on, appeared unrealizable in this country whose unification itself had taken more than two centuries. Finally, on September 23, 1932, King Abdulaziz decided by royal decree that the new State would be called the “Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.” For their part, Abd al-Wahhab’s disciples rejected the name “Wahhabis” very early on, preferring to be called the “Ahl al-Tawhid” or “People for Oneness” (of God) or Salafists (those who live like the Companions of the Prophet). According to Hamadi Redissi,8 Wahhabism is the “last medieval sect given its strong immersion in the medieval imagination, its linguistic universe, its obsessions and its caprices. But it is also the first of the modern heresies […]—it anticipates the crisis of tradition […] unmasks despots, rebels against the authority of the ulemas. …” This theological school advocates a return to “true Islam,” purged of all theological or legal contributions subsequent to the generation of the Prophet and his Companions (Salafs).9


THE (ORAL) NAJD PACT



It all began in 1744, when Ibn Saud hosted Abd al-Wahhab. The Imam, a member of the Al-Shaikh tribe who was seeking protection, preached a return to the roots of the Islamic religion, deeming that the original Islam had debased itself through its contact with sedentary and superstitious urban populations and the refined aristocracies of the Middle East. Abd al-Wahhab countered these changes with a sermon based on the doctrinal purity of the theologian Ahmad Ibn Hanbal (who died in 855), the last and most rigorist of four great founding Imams of Sunni legal schools. Around 1739, Abd al-Wahhab began to preach and compose the “Kitab al-Tawhid” or “Treatise on (Divine) Unity,” in which he emphasized the absolute requirement of direct submission to God, the prohibition of any other form of worship or idolatry, and the complete assimilation of orthodoxy and orthopraxy, which he considered had to be those of the Prophet’s first companions. The marriage of Ibn Saud’s son with the daughter of Muhammad Abd al-Wahhab sealed the efforts of both tribes to establish their political and religious power.

Abd al-Wahhab and his descendants described the war against the Ottomans as a “jihad,”10 then applied it against other Muslims: “You are a wise man—I want you to promise to start a jihad against the infidels. In return, you will be Imam, head of the religious community, and I will deal with religious affairs.”11 In 1744, Muhammad Ibn Saud became the Imam of the first Saudi state.



The military force that supported the project was the Ikhwan Confraternity (“Brethren of Purity”)—young Bedouins abducted from their families whom Ibn Saud settled in dedicated oases to educate them about “true” Islam and prepare them for war. An observer of the time described them in terms that resonate with very contemporary images: “They form a sui generis group … By becoming a Brother … he [the Ikhwan] becomes taciturn, his only pleasure being women—young women—that he takes, in excess … He no longer deigns to even return the traditional greeting and prefers to cover his face rather than to come across the face of the devil … He has the impression that he has left the false religion for the true … He does not accept anyone blessing his deceased parents because they died in paganism … He does not understand why anyone can refuse the unparalleled joy of becoming a Muslim … in which case, the death of impious recalcitrants is a meritorious act.”12

Hostile to “modernization” of any kind, which they see as a perversion, the Ikhwans destroyed much of the religious and historical heritage of Hejaz (a region of present-day Saudi Arabia), which according to them was contrary to the dogma of Oneness, attacked Muslims who were practitioners of others rites, attacked pilgrims (violent incident in 1926 against Egyptian pilgrims because of their music) and later condemned Muslims who worked with foreign diplomatic representations. The Ikhwans held Ibn Saud’s cooperation with the British against him, along with the kingdom’s technological modernization (cars, planes, telephone, electricity, radio), the halting of raids on Iraq and Transjordan which deprived them of their main resources and, finally, they did not accept their exclusion from the government. They openly defied Abdulaziz ibn Saud by attacking Iraq on the pretext that its inhabitants were Shiites, making things difficult for the king vis-à-vis his British protectors.

When a second revolt broke out, Ibn Saud defeated the Ikhwan in October 1929 at the Battle of Sabilah. Their leader, Faisal al-Duwaish, died in Riyadh Jail on October 3, 1931, but in order to consolidate the new regime, Ibn Saud initiated a policy that re-emerges during every crisis in Saudi history: more religion! He decided to integrate them into a “white army” which would become the future National Guard, directly under the Crown Prince’s authority. Ibn Saud pioneered a technique often used later—he radicalized his domestic religious policy as strictly as possible in order to calm down religion-based opposition. He had set up the “Jama’a” (Al-Jama’a Al-Islamiyya) in 1926, whose role was to “decree what was right and forbid the blameworthy,” under the supervision of the Al-Shaikh family’s ulemas.

After the fall of Hejaz came the creation of the Muttawa, a religious police authorized to control people’s daily lives, enter private homes, seize music and alcohol, monitor women and, later, foreign embassies celebrating non-Muslim festivals. The experiment, initially defined in Hejaz, was applied to Riyadh from 1929 onwards, with the task of denouncing all breaches of Islamic law. The destruction of statues or objects considered as pagan took place immediately, in the aftermath of the seizure of Mecca. The sphere of social control exerted by the religious police therefore grew perpetually, through continuous harassment, following the practice of the Salafists who strived to control and punish, no matter where they were. At its foundation, the Kingdom was far less prudish and austere than it is today—proof of the pressure exerted by religious morality. For instance, in 1929, photographers could take pictures and men could smoke. In 1930, gramophones played music in Jeddah and, until the 1950s, Western women were not obliged to veil themselves. Religious control has been a long struggle aimed at opposing any kind of modernity.13 The conflict between the regime and the ultra-conservatives, the Ikhwan, ulemas or their followers, was to break out again on different occasions in the Kingdom’s history (1929, 1979, 1991, and 2001).

The country was ruled by just seven monarchs (Abdulaziz, Saud, Faisal, Khaled, Fahd, Abdallah, and Salman) in its seventy-eight years of existence, none of whom had any university degree, all having been shaped by Koranic schools. Saudi Arabia is the only country to bear the name of the family that conquered it. It is also the only family-run enterprise to have a seat in the United Nations, a privilege that no dynasty, no matter how prestigious, no multinational, no matter how wealthy, has ever enjoyed. Political quarrels are above all the affair of a large family, which in any case does not intend to be deprived of power in any way. The regime’s diplomacy has therefore been aimed first and foremost at preserving the family’s heritage: it did not matter that the monarch (Fahd) was a hemiplegic for a decade, from 1995 until his death in 2005, that his mobility was reduced, that he was only randomly lucid, that he was permanently under medical care and surrounded by a cohort of doctors. Similarly in 2009, Crown Prince Sultan Ibn Abdulaziz deserted the Kingdom for more than a year for a prolonged convalescence in Morocco, only fantasmically fulfilling his heavy responsibilities as Deputy Prime Minister, Minister of Defense and Inspector General of the Royal Armed Forces in an area tormented by the Iranian nuclear issue. The swarms of princes surrounding the hierarchs are props for a rickety regime, rather than real decision-makers. This dynastic paralysis contrasts with the constancy of the religious activities carried out by the Wahhabi authorities, whose reins the regime has left loose.

For its part, the Al-Shaikh family took control of education, the promulgation of “fatwas” or legal notices, justice, the management of religious affairs and the media, as shown in the following diagram with regard to the case of Ibrahim al-Shaikh, the “St. Paul” of Wahhabism.

[image: image]

Source Extract from Circles of Islam: Religious Authority and Political Power in Saudi Arabia (18th-21st Century) by Nabil Mouline

Understandably, with the exception of a short slump from 1969 to 1993, which was limited to not designating a member of the Al-Shaikhs as the head of the Senior Council of Ulemas for a few years, the interests of the two families have been mutually linked in order to ensure their power. Any reform of Saudi society could only take the form of even more religion.

A WORLDWIDE PROJECT

The Wahhabis consider the mission of the new authority is to spread their version of Islam all over the world.14 Until the clever use of the term, “Salafist,” Abd al-Wahhab’s doctrine, strongly opposed by the major Sunni ulemas of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,15 had little effect on the rest of the Arab–Muslim world. The sequel was more interesting. It was a political decision taken by Abdulaziz ibn Saud that removed the use of the term “Wahhabism,” replacing it in official terminology with that of “Salafism.”16 As early as in 1956, the prince and future king, Faisal, officially declared that “Islam [in its exclusive Wahhabite variable, of course] must be at the center of the Kingdom’s foreign policy.” Fifty years later, this principle was confirmed by Article 23 of the Basic Law promulgated in 1992 which maintained the principle of “Dawah,” that is, the obligation to propagate Islam: “The State shall protect the Islamic faith and apply the Islamic Sharia. The State shall impose what is good and combat evil; it shall fulfill the duties to which it is called upon by Islam.” And Article 34 states that: “The defense of the Islamic religion, of society, and of the fatherland is the duty of every citizen.”

But at that time, the country was still a harmless geopolitical dwarf that needed imperial protection. It grew quickly only with the manna of oil and the repercussions of the Cold War. The country, which had never been colonized, was not a British creation—something fairly original in this region of the world, which was the playground of colonial diplomacy. The British in the Middle East wanted to protect the Suez Canal, control the Gulf and the mouths of the Tigris and Euphrates in order to secure the oil fields. To this end, on December 26, 1915, London signed a treaty with Abdulaziz ibn Saud, assuring the protection of his territories against his promise of neutrality. The King only responded on receiving news of the outbreak of Sharif Hussein’s revolt against the Ottoman Empire, organized by Lawrence of Arabia. When Sharif Hussein proclaimed himself King of the Arabs, Abdulaziz demanded that the boundaries between their two kingdoms and the bonds of allegiance between the border tribes be clearly demarcated, not hesitating to send his forces against those of Hussein. In the five “independent” princely states that emerged from the ruins of the Ottoman Empire, the Hashemite family—the dynasty that was heir to the title of Sharif (i.e. direct descendants of the Prophet)—triumphed. In 1920, the British placed Faisal’s father on Iraq’s throne and Abdullah, his brother, on that of Transjordan. But it was the Hejaz region that was the strategic issue due to the presence of the Holy Shrines there.

In 1924, when Mustafa Kemal abolished the Ottoman caliphate, Hussein immediately proclaimed himself Caliph with the support of his brothers. The rest of the Muslim world and England opposed this. Abdulaziz Al-Saud then organized the conquest of Hejaz with the Ikhwan and finally took it over the same year, forcing Hussein to withdraw. When the future King entered Mecca on December 5, 1924, he pledged to purify the holy cities of all the practices that had defiled them. The wave of destruction that struck the city was similar to the ones unleashed by the Afghan Taliban, the Algerian Armed Islamic Group (GIA) or the Malian Salafists. The first “Mihrab” [a semicircular niche in the wall of a mosque that indicates the “qibla,” i.e., the direction of the Kaaba in Mecca and hence the direction that Muslims should face when praying] of the Al-Qiblatayn mosque in Medina—used when those praying turned towards Jerusalem—was destroyed, followed by the Dar al-Arqam—the meeting place of the first Muslims in Mecca; then came the turn of the house of the Prophet’s companion, Abu Ayyub Al-Ansari, who had sheltered the Prophet when he had taken refuge in Medina; then the tomb of Hamza, Mohammad’s uncle, who fell during the Battle of Uhud; then the mausoleums sheltering the remains of the companions of the Prophet and other illustrious martyrs, inside al-Baqi cemetery … The Second World War changed the local strategic situation. The oil exploration concession ceded to a dormant English holding company went to Standard Oil of California (Chevron) in 1933, for a period of sixty years. In 1944, ARAMCO was founded around the four American companies that were the kingpins of the country’s oil development, until 1973. Hence, the defining moment of World War II for Saudi Arabia was the signing of the legendary “Quincy Pact” in February 1945 with President Roosevelt, who, in exchange for access to oil, guaranteed the dynasty’s military protection. It was a legendary pact because the two heads of state did not discuss any strategic alliance or oil guarantee, but rather Palestine and the advent of the Jews,17 the Kingdom’s encirclement by the Arab Unity projects of the Hashemite monarchies of Transjordan and Iraq, and the presence of the British. However, history will only remember that on February 14, 1945, the sixty-year Quincy Pact was based on two important items: the guarantee of the Kingdom’s security, described as being of “vital interest” for the United States against any possible external threat, in exchange for guaranteed oil supplies to the USA. To satisfy the ulemas’ criticism, it was asserted that no part of Saudi territory would be granted to concessionary companies and that they were mere “tenants” of the land being used. Of course, there was no provision for any renewal of concessions! But a renewal in 2005 by G. W. Bush for media and diplomatic reasons, four years after the September 11 attacks, was part of the State lies used to exonerate the old ally. In June 1926, Abdulaziz had convened an Islamic Congress that was to decide on the type of government to be set up, with sixty-nine delegates from India, Egypt, USSR, Java, Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, Sudan, Najd, Hejaz, Assir, Afghanistan, Yemen and others. But the participants could only take cognizance of it, because, in January of the same year, their host had already proclaimed himself the “Protector of the Holy Shrines.” The acquisition of Hejaz gave him a certain religious aura and also brought in revenue for his Treasury: nearly 2 million pounds sterling per year. Hence, there was a continuum between the regime’s stability, social control and religious diplomacy. As much as state diplomacy suffered from disappointments and uncertainties, religious diplomacy remained constant until the crises of the 1990s.


CHAPTER 2

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE SYSTEM: FROM PAN-ISLAMISM TO THE FIGHT AGAINST NASSERIST PAN-ARABISM UNTIL THE 1979 CRISIS

THE NASSERIST THREAT

The US–Saudi alliance proved useful in the face of rising Arab nationalism supported by the Soviet Union. Thus, the country became an important ally—but not yet the major ally. Apart from promoting Arab nationalism, Nasserism was also very anti-monarchist. “Arabs should start by liberating Riyadh before liberating Jerusalem,” Nasser said as the leader of the pan-Arab movement that took power in 1952. In a speech on June 26, 1966, he even challenged the Saudi regime’s diplomatic honesty, declaring, “I cannot imagine even for a single second that the Saudi Kingdom will one day be able to fight in Palestine, with American and British bases on its soil. Saudi Arabia should already dispose of its US and British military bases.” Nassar believed in exporting the revolution through the Middle East monarchy, from Baghdad to Sana’a. Several events gave him hope: in 1956, the Kingdom of Jordan almost fell; in 1958, the Iraqi monarchy collapsed; in the same year, he announced the union between Egypt and Syria—the premise for a unified pan-Arab area into which he hoped to incorporate other countries; in 1965, Boumédiène came to power in Algeria; in 1966, the military coup d’état took place in Damascus and in 1967, Colonel Gaddafi took power in Tripoli. This was to be the last surge of the nationalist tidal wave.

Surrounded on all sides, Riyadh felt increasingly threatened by the civil war in Yemen, which began in 1962. For beyond tribal divisions, a proxy war was taking place between Cairo and Riyadh. The Egyptians, heavily engaged militarily, were destabilizing the peninsula, but no territory had been won by 1965, despite the 60,000 soldiers deployed by Cairo. The defeat in the Six-Day War in 1967 finally tempered Nasser’s ambitions and an agreement was reached in 1970.

King Faisal then countered Nasser’s pan-Arabism with pan-Islamism. He developed his religious diplomacy with the help of the Muslim Brotherhood among the Egyptian refugees, creating national and international structures mirroring those Nasser had wanted. “I am not an Arab leader, I am a Muslim leader,” replied the king to the journalist, Jean Lacouture.18 The West saw it as much less malicious, blinded as it was by east-west rivalry, viewing Saudi Arabia with a certain condescension, above all as a cheap oil supplier, rather than as a strategic partner. The work of religious diplomacy began with a number of objectives. The Six-Day War and the Camp David agreements of September 1978 marked the diplomatic demise of Nasserist Egypt and Arab nationalism. The Arab League left Cairo and settled in Tunis. The 1973 oil crisis brought the kingdom unexpected revenues. International news coverage seemed to be smiling upon Riyadh.

But 1979 was, in fact, an annus horribilis, truly a multiple trauma for Riyadh: in February, Ayatollah Khomeini ensured the success of the Shiite revolution in Tehran; the Ikhwan attacked and occupied the Great Mosque of Mecca in November; and in December, the Communists, supported by the Red Army, moved into Kabul.

ANTI-IMPERIALISM AND ANTI-AMERICANISM: KHOMEINI TAKES HOLD OF POLITICAL ISLAM

The Iranian revolution awakened the specter of Shiite Iran as a rival regional and religious power.

The Iranian revolution marked the resurgence of Shiites in history, with a crash that sent shock waves all around the world. The anti-Semitic attack in Buenos Aires in July 1994 (84 dead, 230 wounded) brought Iran and Shia Islam to the forefront of the international stage when Shiite extremists claimed responsibility for the attack and the subsequent investigation pointed at possible Iranian backing of these terrorists. The Shah had never focused on the religious dimension of his diplomacy, especially since Riyadh and Tehran were in the same camp.
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