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Opinion

I
f you think there are 
tsunamis of divergent 
opinions on the national 
elections, you’re missing a 
similar contest among US 
think-tanks to frame policy 

options for the next administra-
tion. What is interesting about 
the exercise is that it does not 
matter who wins, since the same 
realities, domestic and foreign, 
face whoever is elected.

Options and solutions proposed 
by think-tanks, in any case, reflect 
their particular points of view, 
priorities and insights into what 
the previous administration has 
done right or wrong or did not pay 
enough attention to or ignored at 
the United States’ peril.

This is especially clear with 
countries in which our interests 
diverge, such as China, and more 
intriguing with those countries 
in which the United States has 
shared interests, such as the 
Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA). What is also clear from 
past administrations is that 
MENA is where good intentions 
regarding countries from Morocco 
to Iraq often fail to deliver 
consistently sound and actionable 
policies.

The Center for a New American 
Security (CNAS) recently launched 
its foray into this tangle of good 
intentions with an analysis titled 
Reset, Negotiate, Institutionalise 
— A Phased Middle East Strategy 
for the Next President. It is well-
reasoned and documented, 
enumerates feasible steps and 
clearly focuses on protecting what 
remains of America’s alliances in 
the region without jeopardising 
its ability to adapt to changing 
circumstances.

That said, whether it is CNAS, 
SAIS, CSIS, AEI, CEIP or any other 
of the more than 100 foreign 
policy think-tanks in Washington, 
almost any position on an issue 
can be found. For example, the 
recent Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) summit generated pro- and 
anti-Saudi and pro- and anti-Iran 
articles, providing support for 
obviously opposing views, all 

reflecting someone’s 
definitions of the 
United States’ 
national interests in 
the region.

And then there 
is the question of 
priorities. When 
will Morocco, for 
example, receive 
the same attention 
as the United Arab 
Emirates or Qatar? 

All are allies and have important 
regional roles to play in promoting 
stability and security, yet it seems 

that unless a country or a region is 
in triage, it has to speak up loudly 
and visibly to be heard.

Morocco is an excellent case 
in point. The only mention of 
Morocco in the CNAS report 
is as the host for the talks to 
constitute a government in Libya. 
Absent from the only map in 
the report is everything west of 
the Levant. No mention is made 
of the growing threats to North 
Africa, and Morocco in particular, 
from the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
other extremists nor is there 
any commentary on the flow of 
fighters from the region to the 
Syria-Iraq war zones and back.

Yet Morocco has steadfastly 
supported the United States’ 
interests throughout the region 
and for this ISIS has issued 
numerous threats against the 
country. Morocco plays a key 
role in Jerusalem through King 
Mohammed VI’s role as head 
of the Jerusalem Committee. It 
also has the most robust security 
service cooperating with the 
European Union and the United 
States in combating terrorists who 
have already caused great damage 
to Europe’s sense of equanimity 
and attitudes towards immigrants 
fleeing combat zones.

Morocco recently became 
co-chair of the Global 
Counterterrorism Forum and the 
country’s special counterterrorism 
bureau recently intercepted 
jihadists intent on moving 
chemical weapons into Europe 
through Morocco. What more can 
be asked of an ally? If the report is 
an example, without being more 
proactive, the United States is in 
danger of a growing breach with 
its friends.

It is in this context that King 
Mohammed VI spoke at the 
GCC summit about the effects 
of not respecting old and tested 
friendships. “There have been 
new alliances that may lead to 
disunity and a reshuffling of roles 
and functions in the region,” he 
said. “In fact, these are attempts 
to foment strife and create 
chaos and no country would be 
spared. It could have serious 
consequences for the region, even 
the world at large.”

The king went on to detail 
how Morocco was diversifying 
its “partnerships at political, 
strategic and economic levels” to 
include Russia, China and India. 
He said the GCC and Morocco and 
Jordan “are facing conspiracies 
that seek to undermine our 

collective security. They want 
to destabilise the few countries 
which have managed to safeguard 
their security, stability and 
political systems.”

So when think-tanks look at 
the MENA region, it may be more 
effective to think beyond conflicts 
in the Levant and Gulf to also 
address threats to the United 
States’ interests at the other end of 
the Mediterranean. For example, 
the CNAS report recommends 
that, as a first step, the next 
president make a trip “focused 
on America’s closest regional 
partners” starting with the Levant 
and the Gulf “and possibly Egypt”, 
clearly aimed at damping down 
instability in Iraq and Syria.

Yet the conflict and chaos 
that drive these priorities are 
inexorably moving across the 
region and will metastasise if not 
confronted with a robust US- and 
EU-led strategy in partnership 
with friends like Morocco.
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T
he biggest problem 
that liberals in Saudi 
Arabia face is that 
nobody likes them. 
For the most part, the 
people of Saudi Arabia 

simply do not like the liberals and 
only a tiny minority hold, or are 
even interested in hearing about, 
similar political views.

Saudi Arabia’s liberals suffer 
a real lack of connection with 
ordinary people. In the eyes of 
many, these people are out of 

touch with the daily 
concerns of ordinary 
Saudis. They fail to engage 
with other Saudis, use 
language that does not 
resonate with them and 
talk about topics that do 
not concern them.

Instead, liberals 
are more focused on 
using social media to 

enter dense theoretical debates 
with anybody who disagrees 
with them. The problem? The 
people they are debating with 
are similarly out of touch with 

the majority of Saudis and their 
concerns. They do not engage with 
working-class Saudis but, rather, 
academics and intellectuals like 
themselves.

The discourse that is used by 
Saudi liberals walls them off 
completely from ordinary people, 
who have no chance to understand 
the ideas and arguments that 
liberals are trying to get across, let 
alone adopt. This is the reality that 
people in Saudi Arabia face from 
academics and theorists in their 
midst.

This is a huge gap between 
the liberals and ordinary Saudis, 
wherever they come from and 
whatever their background.

The liberals call, ceaselessly, for 
justice, democratic accountability 
and greater freedoms and 
protections — ideals ordinary 
Saudis should be in favour of. 
Despite this, a wall exists between 
those who are advocating for more 
freedom for the people and the 
people whose freedom they are 
advocating.

This is a problem that must be 

addressed directly, particularly as 
it is one that is only getting worse, 
as can be seen from the liberals’ 
troubling position on religion, 
which is very important to most 
Saudis.

In addition, the way liberals 
seek to set out their arguments 
and views indicates that they 
are as concerned about winning 
fame and renown as they are 
about actually achieving their 
idealised objectives. The people 
feel that Saudi liberals are 
selfishly concerned with their own 
interests, seeking to lead public 
opinion rather than engaging in 
real debate with the people, who 
are ultimately ignored and left out 
of the dialogue.

This is a dangerous state 
of affairs that has served to 
strengthen those who advocate 
dangerous views, including 
sectarianism and extremism.

The vacuum being left by 
liberals allows such preachers, 
who are able to engage with 
ordinary people in their own terms 
and speak their language, to gain 

popularity. These hate preachers 
convince people with their flawed 
arguments and gain popular 
support because they appeal to 
average Saudis emotionally, not 
just based on ideas. They might 
not know who John Locke or Adam 
Smith are but they are able to incite 
the passion of the masses. This 
is something that modern Saudi 
liberals are simply not able to do.

The liberals are trying to 
promote rights and are seeking 
to change laws, including calling 
for greater women’s rights. 
However, they seek to pursue 
this in an overtly sensational 
manner that is ultimately self-
defeating, particularly as the Saudi 
government said it will respond to 
many of the demands for change, 
including pursuing a democracy 
that is consistent with the vision of 
the Saudi people.

Saudi liberals must learn how to 
engage with the Saudi people, and 
on what issues, if they want to be 
able to effect change.

Sara Matar is a Saudi writer.
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King Mohammed VI of Morocco addressing the GCC summit, on April 20th.


