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Beirut

A 

bitter dispute has erupt-
ed between two rich 
countries in the Arabian 
Peninsula, reminding 
the world that beneath 

layers of modernity and friendship, 
Qatar and Saudi Arabia are two very 
different — and conflicting — tribal 
entities that ought never be treated 
as equals in the complex world of 
Arab politics.

The Mufti of Saudi Arabia Sheikh 
Abdul-Aziz ibn Abdullah al-Sheikh 
co-signed a statement — along with 
200 members of his very influential 
family — stressing that there was no 
relationship whatsoever between 
them and the House of Thani in 
Doha, which has been ruling Qatar 
since the late 1800s.

Even before pre-Islamic times, 
genealogy has been vital for Ara-
bian tribes, explaining why such a 
statement struck a particularly raw 
nerve in Doha.

The al-Sheikh family famously 
traces its lineage directly to Muham-
mad Abdul Wahab, the founder of 
Wahhabism whose hard-line inter-
pretation of Islam laid the corner-
stone for the modern state of Saudi 
Arabia. In 2011, Qatar’s former Emir 
Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani erected 
a mosque named for Muhammad 
Abdul Wahab in Doha, claiming 
they were descendants of the same 
family tree. In the world of tribes 
and history, this gave Qatar depth 
and importance in the Arab Gulf.

Not only were the Saudis now 
denying the lineage completely, 
they were also demanding that the 
mosque’s name be immediately 
changed. That statement gave Saudi 
politicians and media outlets — furi-
ous with Doha’s continued support 
for the Muslim Brotherhood and 
its warm relationship with Iran, a 

country with whom it shares mari-
time borders — a green light to come 
down hard on Qatar.

At no time since the establish-
ment of Qatar in 1787 have relations 
been so strained with Saudi Arabia. 
For starters, Saudi King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud doesn’t like 
Sheikh Tamim or his father, seeing 
them as flamboyant and too overtly 
ambitious and liberal for his taste.

Since rising to power in 2013, 
Sheikh Tamim, 36, has tried to treat 
King Salman as a political equal, 
rather than an elderly and wise “un-
cle,” as Arab custom dictates. The 
king of Saudi Arabia is 45 years his 
senior and Sheikh Tamim reported-
ly refuses to take his advice on Iran 
and the Brotherhood, seeing him as 
too old and disconnected.

Sheikh Tamim also has little af-
fection for Salman’s son Moham-
mad bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, the 
deputy crown prince and defence 
minister, who is exactly his same 
age. In private, Sheikh Tamim said 
that Saudi Arabia will descend into 
chaos once King Salman dies, as his 
son struggles to wrestle the throne 
from Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Nayef bin Abdulaziz.

Sheikh Tamim has repeatedly re-
fused a request by Saudi Arabia to 
expel Sheikh Yusuf al-Qaradawi, 
the ageing Egyptian ideologue of 
the Muslim Brotherhood who has 
been living in Qatar since 1961. De-
spite his vocal criticism of Saudi 
Arabia, Qaradawi is an all-time fa-
vourite at the Emir’s Palace in Doha 
and a regular speaker on Al Jazeera, 
the popular television network es-
tablished by Sheikh Tamim’s father 
in the 1990s.

The Saudi media unleashed a 
tirade of insults and accusations 
against Qatar, accusing it of being 
allied to al-Qaeda and a stooge of 
Iran. Saudi Arabia, Egypt and the 
United Arab Emirates have blocked 
Al Jazeera broadcasts in their coun-

tries and withdrawn their ambassa-
dors from Doha. Rumour has it that 
Qatar might get sanctioned — per-
haps expelled from the GCC — for 
its behaviour.

In 1992, two Qatari soldiers were 
killed after Saudi forces attacked a 
Qatari border post, shoving bilater-
al relations to an all-time low. The 
two countries broke off diplomatic 
relations in 2002 for six years over 
comments aired by Al Jazeera. They 
did it again in 2014, because of Qa-
tar’s support for the Brotherhood.

When Qatar gained its independ-
ence in 1971, Saudi Arabia was at the 
height of its oil wealth and political 
influence, prompting the Qataris 
to cuddle up to the powerful Saudi 
monarch, King Faisal bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud. King Faisal showered them 
with political advice, money and 
advisers, helping set up the modern 

state of Qatar with Saudi funds.
In 1991 Qatar famously took part 

in the second Gulf War and helped 
liberate the Saudi city of Khafij 
from Iraqi occupation, endearing 
itself — albeit temporarily — to the 
House of Saud.

After the discovery of huge gas 
reserves in Qatar in the 1990s, rela-
tions gradually cooled. No longer in 
need of Saudi money, the Qataris 
started to chart their own course, 
often without consulting Riyadh, 
embarking on extravagant spend-
ing campaigns to project their 
country in the image of modernity, 
bidding for the FIFA World Cup in 
2022, for example, and establishing 
the Qatar Education Foundation, 
with Doha campuses for leading US 
universities, led by Sheikh Tamim’s 
mother.

The real problem remains in 

Qatar’s backing of the Brother-
hood, against Saudi Arabia’s will. 
Although the Saudis had hosted 
Brotherhood figures fleeing Egyp-
tian persecution in the 1950s and 
1960s, they soon had them ex-
pelled when Egyptian and Palestin-
ian clerics started voicing criticism 
of the Saudi government and then 
publicly condemned its support of 
the Americans in Operation Desert 
Storm.

Qatar picked them up — one after 
another — using the Brotherhood to 
increase its leverage in Arab politics 
and influence the internal affairs 
of far larger and better-established 
countries such as Syria, Egypt and 
Saudi Arabia.
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Qatar’s regional power game has no future

I
t is no coincidence that, 
following the US occupation 
of Iraq, Qatar became a safe 
haven for the Sunni Iraqi 
armed resistance. Many 
resistance groups went to 

Doha, where they received 
money and weapons, but their 
anti-occupation operations were 
limited.

US and Iranian intelligence 
services kept a vigilant eye on 
those groups. Many people who 
had been recruited for anti-oc-
cupation operations vanished or 
were imprisoned. The Iraqi armed 
resistance was obviously infil-
trated, especially by Tehran and 
Washington.

All the political players for Iraq’s 
Sunni opposition had to secure 
Qatar’s blessing just to have a shot 
at the political game in Iraq. The 
Sunni Arabs in Iraq were betrayed 
twice — once by their leadership, 
which had acted as the middle-
man between them and Doha; 
then by extremist Shia politicians 
in Iraq.

Saudi support to Sunni Arabs in 
Iraq has been greatly exaggerated. 
The source for that misrepresen-
tation is Iran. The main backer 
of Sunni Arabs in Iraq was Qatar. 
It was given that role to feed its 

dreams of grandeur. Being smaller 
than Saudi Arabia, Qatar proved to 
be nimbler on the political scene 
and more willing to take risks. 
Saudi Arabia has always opted 
for a more prudent, traditional 
approach and had given in to 
American pressure to keep away 
from the Iraqi file.

To compensate for its small 
weight internationally, Qatar 
chose to invest heavily in mass 
media. In 1996, it established Al 
Jazeera, which, some Jordanian 
media sources said, had been 
slated by Israel to have its head-
quarters in Jordan. A short time 
after the launch of Al Jazeera, 
the same sources commented 
that “the small state of Qatar is 
now owner of a weapon of mass 
destruction.”

Qatar had decided to plunge it-
self in the domain of Arab media. 
In 1997, it financed an Iraqi jour-
nalist living in London opposed 
to Saddam Hussein’s regime. He 
was given loads of capital to start 
a daily newspaper but kept most 
of it for himself. He hired people 
within Iraqi opposition media and 
paid them pittances, despite the 
direct oversight of Qatari intel-
ligence inside the newspaper. His 
downfall came when the newspa-
per published news showing the 
wife of the former Qatari emir in 
a bad light. The case was settled 
amicably in the British courts.

As the battle for Mosul contin-
ues to unfold, the major parties 

in Iraq are fearing a profound 
shake-up of their sectarian domi-
nance of the Iraqi political scene, 
especially following US President 
Donald Trump’s threats against 
power centres of political Islam. 
Amid this feverish activity, Qatar 
has tried to advance the careers 
of some Sunni political midgets, 
after polishing their portraits of 
course. These novices sneaked 
in on the political scene via the 
finance channel.

Traditional political figures are 
refusing to step down despite 
their impressive record of failure. 
Qatar has sponsored meetings of 
Iraqi Sunni politicians in Ankara, 
Geneva and lately in Brussels un-
der the auspices of the European 
Institute of Peace. The old guard 
participating in these meetings 
excelled in the arts of turf protec-
tion and back-stabbing. No new 
blood was injected. The old guard 
wants to prove to the Americans 
that they are the only Sunni rep-
resentatives on the scene. Their 
main concern is the preservation 
of their privileges.

The international parties over-
seeing the Iraqi file have grown 
sick and tired of the corrupt 
political class in Iraq. They did 
not bother, however, to look for 
honest, clean and non-sectarian 
alternatives.

The Sunni political leadership in 
Iraq is living in a fantasy believ-
ing that the country’s political 
situation is being coordinated 

by representatives of the Trump 
administration. Consequently, the 
race is on to secure the coordina-
tors’ approval.

The fact of the matter, though, 
is that those coordinating the 
discussions belong to consultative 
entities working for the American 
government. Their recommen-
dations are not binding. What 
is more important is that the 
officials in charge of the Iraqi file 
have been replaced by people 
who subscribe to Trump’s rule 
regarding the Iraqi and Syrian 
files: “There is no room for Shia or 
Sunni political Islam in the new 
leaderships of Iraq and Syria.”

Despite an official Iraqi gov-
ernment denial, the US military 
presence in Iraq is significant. 
Consequently, the United States 
holds all the keys in Iraq. Other 
countries with vested interests 
in Iraq will have to take that into 
consideration and adjust their 
strategies accordingly.

The small capitals in the Arabi-
an Gulf looking for a regional role 
to play must realise that they have 
no future unless they stop Islamic 
extremism and blend in within 
their regional Arab environment. 
Iran is invited to live peaceably 
with its neighbours and keep its 
hands off Arab affairs. More often 
than not, the unrealistic dreams 
of the inexperienced end up being 
crushed by adult realities.
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