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Abstract:  The Project for the Research of Islamist Movements (PRISM) is a new series of papers that translate and analyze articles, reports, religious decrees, and other documents, written in Arabic by Islamist scholars, clerics, activists, or intellectuals.


The March Goes On: Saudi Islamist Opposition is Fighting Back

By Reuven Paz*

(PRISM Series of Global Jihad, No. 7)

Introduction

The three explosions caused by suicide operations in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, in May 12, 2003, were a proverbial earthquake and constitute a turning point in the conflict between the Saudi government and the radical Islamic opposition in the kingdom. The Saudi government responded with a wave of arrests among Saudi clerics and scholars who were known as supporters of Global Jihad, and were suspected to be linked to the explosions. Three prominent young clerics – Naser al-Fahd, Ali al-Khudayr, and Ali al-Khalidi, have been arrested. Another young popular cleric, Sheikh Yousef al-`Ayiri, was even killed by the security forces during his arrest on June 1st. Furthermore, a serious debate ensued among the Islamists themselves about the legitimacy, wisdom, and goals of such attacks on Muslim soil. Participants to this debate include some of the most senior Saudi clerics and scholars, among them the famous Dr. Safar al-Hawali and Salman al-Awdah.

On May 26, the Chief Editor of the Saudi-owned London-based Al-Sharq al-Awsat, Abd-al-Rahman al-Rashid, wrote an article titled: "Between New York and Riyadh," in which he claimed: 

If they say that by targeting New York on September 11th, the extremists have shot themselves in the foot, in the Riyadh bombings the same extremists have shot themselves in the head. Simply put, Saudi Arabia is almost the only country in the world that they could live with, one way or another. By targeting it, they shot their own sources of popular support, exhausted their sources of funding, and made the political regime think seriously of how to protect itself and the society in a way that it was reluctant to do in the past.

The extremists have opened fire on their own popular bases, where they found more support than anywhere else in the world. Walk in Riyadh and ask anyone. Most probably, and for the first time, you will find a changing mood, an inclination toward resentment of the perpetrators, a tendency not to believe the external theory, and a rejection of the excuses for targeting foreigners. 

They have indeed shot themselves, their masses, and their project. I believe that Riyadh was their final fall, regardless of what success they may later achieve in bombings in Saudi Arabia or elsewhere. 

The quick results of this situation reminded us of what happened in Egypt during the conflict with similar groups that believe in violence. The Egyptian regime won its battle in the war against terrorism by confronting people with its results. Those looking for an excuse for the advocates of violence turned against them when the scenes of killing and destruction shocked them. The political discussion was soon settled against those people, who suffered a big defeat in the Egyptian street. Now history is repeating itself in the Riyadh and Casablanca bombings. Blowing up a building is an easy job anywhere in the world, but winning the public opinion is what counts. 

The Riyadh bombings raise the question of the vitality of public support for terrorist groups, primarily religious ones, which target not only the enemy but first and foremost the pool of their own public support. The Egyptian example is very telling here: the terrorist attack of the Gama`ah Islamiyyah in Luxor in November 1997, in which about 60 tourists were killed, shocked the Egyptian public and dramatically changed public support for the perpetrators and Islamist groups in general. Furthermore, the decline of public support and the success of the Egyptian authorities in effecting strict measures of countering the Islamist phenomenon resulted in change in policy of the Islamist Group, which increasingly sought to turn themselves into a political party rather than pure terrorist organization. 

A close look at the steps that the Saudi government has taken against the internal Islamic opposition two months after the explosions raises doubts about whether the authorities can really confront this opposition, or are willing to do so. This question will be analyzed in greater depth in a forthcoming paper. Yet, it is already worth pointing to a most interesting ruling – Fatwah – published on July 5, 2003, by one of the most radical Saudi clerics, `Abd al-Mun`im Mustafa Abu Halimah, known as Abu Basir. He is one of the leading Saudi clerics to support the Salafi-Jihadi trend of Tawhidi neo-Wahhabism. Like many of his colleagues that belong to a variety of Islamic trends in Saudi Arabia and the Arab world, he has his own web site, built and maintained by his followers – www.abubaseer.com 

Abu Basir is known for his direct and uncompromising attacks on the West, the Saudi government, Arab nationalism, democracy, and many other issues in dispute in the Arab and Muslim world. His writings include frequent critiques of the apostasy of the Saudi regime. In addition, he sporadically chastises many of the radical Islamist groups for their mistakes. A good example for his style and hard-line positions can be found in an attack against the Palestinian Hamas in January 2002, titled: “This is not the way of Jihad, Qassam Brigades.” He attacked Hamas for its protest against the Israeli siege on Yaser Arafat in Ramallah, which, he argued, was tantamount to defending the Palestinian leader.

The Fatwah against the Saudi regime

To date, the fatwah has not been published on Abu Basir’s web site, but has been circulated on another Islamist web site – Al-Rayat al-Sud (The black banners).
 An interesting part of the Fatwah is the question how the religious decree has been initiated. As in every ruling of this kind, it is impossible to establish whether the question behind the Fatwah was genuine, whether it had been invited, or even initiated by the writer himself.

The question addresses the “revenge of groups of youngsters against the Saudi government, which started to buy weapons,” following the recent events. This development leads other groups to fear that “what happened in Algeria might repeat itself in the Arabian Peninsula.” Therefore, “they obtain weapons, from revolvers to explosives, and train themselves, to protect themselves and their families in case of a civil war, coup d’etat, or anything alike.” They witnessed what happened to those clerics who were arrested, killed, or accused in connection with the bombings and arms, and therefore: 

“These youngsters are confused and afraid at the same time. They fear for themselves even by raising the question of how they should act. If they ask someone about it, he usually avoids the answer and provides a mere general reply. Many youngsters lost their confidence in the Supreme Council of Clerics
 and regard any of its declarations as if issued by the Ministry of Interior or any other ministry. Therefore, we ask for clarification and advice.”

Abu Basir’s answer to this question, like many of his previous answers, takes the form of a severe indictment against the Saudi government. One interesting new accusation, however, is that he views the Saudi regime as “nationalist and racist.” According to the Saudi perception of the law, Abu Basir writes, “a Saudi infidel is entitled to the entire rights, honor, and benefits, of a Saudi citizen, while a famous non-Saudi Islamic scholar cannot enjoy them.” 

Furthermore, the Saudi regime, despite its Wahhabi principles of Jihad, has never supported any oppressed Muslims but on the contrary, cooperates with the various oppressive governments. It even “intensively leads today the Arab world to normalize its relationship with the Zionist Jewish state.” 

According to Abu Basir, the Saudi regime “eliminated the Jihad for the sake of Allah and even deleted it from its dictionary and principles. It fought the people of Jihad and exiled them, imprisoned their clerics, and established an army that has no other role than the protection of the Royal family and the Saudi regime.” 

His ultimate conclusion is that “the Saudi regime is infidel and non-Islamic. While Islam is on one side, the Saudi regime is on the opposite. The same applies to any ruler or government that supports this regime. They are all infidels, and anyone who is familiar with Islam and the truth of this regime, could not doubt it. The conclusion of the Fatwah is interesting, and reminds us of similar writings of Egyptian Jihadi scholars in the past:

“If someone claims that we should revolt against this regime, I say yes, from the point of view of the Islamic law we should do so. Yet, in practice, this revolt requires certain conditions, arrangements, and priorities. I don’t think we should start this revolt now, prior to the fulfillment of these conditions. One of them is that the revolt against the infidel regimes should be accepted by the majority of Muslims.

Until we reach that point there is no religious prohibition on the personal elimination of any oppressive or despotic ruler. The elimination of a despot (Taghut)… is easier than revolting against the entire regime and its infrastructure. Yet, it depends upon the capabilities of the group and while seeking to refrain from civil war.”

In other words, Abu Basir is condoning personal terrorism against Islamic rulers, but refrains from calling for a general revolt or waves of terrorist operations against government targets, unless they are in the framework of self-defense against Saudi law-enforcement personnel clamping down on the Mujahidin. The focus on the aspect of self-defense in Jihad is typical to these kind of radical groups.

Among the comments on the Fatwah, which was read by hundreds of supporters, one user posed an interesting question – why was Abu Basir focusing on Saudi Arabia while ignoring the rest of the Arab rulers and countries, primarily the other Gulf States. 

Conclusion

From Abu Basir’s Fatwah and other writings found on radical Islamist web sites and forums, we can learn that the violent conflict between the Saudi regime and the Islamist oppositionist elements is far from over. Furthermore, it has yet to reach its peak. The opposition is still functioning, and might even switch targets, from American or Western targets on Saudi soil, to the Saudi royal family members or officials. Abu Basir’s “Egyptian Jihad style” ruling, not only allows for the assassination of Saudi monarchs, but can also be perceived as encouraging it as “an easier” operation. 

Abu Basir has already paved the way for legalizing assassinations and tyrannicide of Saudi officials in an article he published on his web site in December 2002, entitled “An argument against the article of Sheikh Salman al-Awdah on the issue of the revolt against the Muslim ruling regimes.”
 In December 2002, Abu Basir defended his position that Islam legitimizes the revolt against certain Muslim rulers. At that time, there had been almost no retaliation of the Saudi government against the Islamic opposition, which enjoyed nearly total freedom of activity and speech. The Riyadh suicide operations of May 2003, and the Saudi reaction to them, became a turning point, which probably changed some minds of Islamist militants about the prospects of a violent revolution or popular Jihad in the kingdom. The solution, therefore, does not lie in a Jihad that might turn into a civil war, or Fitnah in Islamic terms, but rather in personal killings of ruling elements.

The Saudi authorities should learn the Egyptian lesson of such rulings. 
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