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Abstract
Saudi Arabia and Qatar are both responsible for the proactive regional diplomacy of the GCC in the
context of the “Arab Spring”. While both States have primarily sought to keep the revolutions away from
the Gulf and ensure their own regime survival, Doha and Riyadh have been extensively diplomatically
(but also militarily) involved in the Arab uprisings and the post-revolutionary transitions. The Arab
uprisings have had a significant impact on the foreign and security policies of both Gulf countries. While
Qatar portrayed itself as the proponent of the revolutions, Saudi Arabia has been widely perceived as a
counter-revolutionary power. However, Saudi and Qatari reactions to the Arab uprisings proved to be
more complex that just being proponent or opponent of the uprisings. These reactions suggested a
transformation in the role conceptions of both countries, Saudi Arabia moving from being a conservative
and pro-regional-status quo power to more of a regional leader, and Qatar shifting its foreign policy from
the status of a “mediator” to a more interventionist role.
Keywords: Middle East, Arab Spring, foreign policy, role theory.
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Introduction
Since the outbreak of the Arab uprisings in the winter of 2010-2011, the region has
witnessed an unprecedented activity from the Arab Gulf States that went far beyond the
boundaries of the GCC (Gulf Cooperation Council). While the Gulf States, minus Qatar, have
been often regarded as agents of counterrevolution in the region, and even compared to the
European monarchies of the Holy Alliance in 18151, the GCC’s reaction to the Arab uprisings is
far more complex than just being described as “counterrevolutionary”. While their ultimate goal
was to ensure their regime survival and domestic stability, the Gulf monarchies pursued different
strategies elsewhere in the region in an attempt to shape the evolving post-2011 regional order.
This paper looks at how the two most active members of the GCC, namely Saudi Arabia
and Qatar, reacted to the Arab uprisings, focusing on three cases of these uprisings: Egypt, Libya
and Bahrain. Our theoretical lens to investigate the foreign policies of the two Gulf States in the
context of the Arab uprisings is the theory of “national role conception”, which according to
Khalevi Holsti “includes the policymakers’ own definitions of the general kinds of decisions,
commitments, rules and actions suitable to their state and of the functions, if any, their state
should perform in the international system or in subordinate regional systems.”2 In short, it is the
image that the State projects for itself towards its external environment. In this context, we will
look at how the reactions of both Saudi Arabia and Qatar, guided by a calculation of threats and
opportunities posed and presented by the Arab uprisings, influenced their own national role
conceptions and led to an evolution of the latter.

I.

The Arab uprisings as threat
A. Egypt’s revolution: a multidimensional threat to Saudi Arabia
After the downfall of the Tunisian president Ben Ali and the rise of protests in Egypt

against Mubarak leading to his ouster, Riyadh feared domino effect in the region. As the
Kingdom was already facing a troubled environment (in Yemen, Lebanon, Iraq,…etc.), the Arab
1
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uprisings added new uncertainties as they overthrew Riyadh’s allies in the region. As the success
of both Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions surprised Saudi Arabia, the latter’s reaction was in line
with its own national role conception, that is maintaining stability and status quo in its
environment. In that context, Saudi Arabia’s first response to Egypt’s uprising came as early as
on January 29, when King Abdullah phoned President Mubarak to express his support in face of
the mass protests.3 On the same day, the Saudi King phoned US president Barack Obama, told
him “not to humiliate Mubarak” and warned that he would bankroll Egypt if the US decide to
withdraw its annual aid programme.4 The Saudi official support for Mubarak lasted until the day
before the latter’s ouster, when the Saudi foreign minister Saud al-Faisal denounced what he
described as a “foreign interference in Egypt affairs”.5 In its position towards Egypt’s revolution,
Saudi Arabia had two main concerns: the survival of its own regime and its domestic stability on
the one hand, and the maintenance of its position in the region on the other hand.
The challenge of a potential contagion
After the downfall of Ben Ali and Mubarak, the question that preoccupied experts and
politicians was the following: who will be next? Regarding the possibility of the eruption of
popular protests in Saudi Arabia, some commentators expected that Saudi is “ripe for revolution”
based on similarities in political, socio-economic, and demographic conditions with the countries
that experienced uprisings6 and the fact that the Kingdom experienced a pro-democracy
movement since the Iraq war in 2003.7 On the other hand, other commentators argued that the
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Kingdom was immune from mass protests in light of the high living standards of Saudi citizens
and the positive governmental performance in the past decade.8
What happened in reality was something between the two projected scenarios. The
Kingdom experienced some forms of protests, but not as wide as some had expected. Beside the
Shia-majority protests in the Eastern province, Sunni circles also mobilised. On the 10th of
February 2011, “Islamic Umma party” (Hizb al-Umma al-Islami) was created by 10 activists,
intellectuals and businessmen demanding political reform and a greater representation.9 As the
first political party in the Kingdom (yet officially unrecognised), the move signaled the first echo
of the “Arab Spring” inside Saudi Arabia. On February 23, three petitions circulated among
Saudi Sunni Islamist and liberal figures demanding political reforms in the Kingdom.10
Simultaneously, a call for a Saudi “day of rage” circulated on the Internet (although never
materialised).11
While the Saudi regime reacted to the domestic demands by mobilising its financial,
spiritual and repressive resources, it understood the significance of the challenge the success of
Egypt’s revolt could exert, and thus sought to limit any revolutionary change in post-Mubarak
Egypt. In this context, Riyadh feared the rise to power in Cairo of a pro-democracy revolutionary
elite that is likely to be hostile to conservative and authoritarian Saudi rule, or the rise of the
Muslim brotherhood that promotes a more democratic, republican and activist version of political
Islam, challenging the Saudi Wahhabi model on its own grounds.
In the first scenario, it is noteworthy that since the June 1967 war, Saudi Arabia has
invested billions of dollars to neutralise Egypt. During the 1950s and 1960s, a period known as
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the Arab cold war12, Egypt supported the “movement of Free princes”, inspired by Nasser’s panArabism, that rebelled against the Saudi rule. At the same time, and since 1962, Egypt engaged in
a proxy-war against Saudi Arabia in Yemen through its support for the Yemeni republicans and
the deployment of 70.000 Egyptian soldiers on the Yemeni territory.13 After the 1967 war and the
death of Nasser in 1970, Egypt no longer represented a challenge to Saudi Arabia, as the latter
started to bankroll post-war bankrupted Egypt with King Faisal’s aid programme to Egypt, Syria
and Jordan.14 With the outbreak of the Egyptian revolution in January 2011, Saudi Arabia feared
the emergence of a new democratic and regionally ambitious Egypt, or at least an Egyptian
government that is responsive to the revolutionary street demands posing a threat to Riyadh, as it
did during the Nasser’s era.
In the second scenario, the potential influence of the rise of Egypt’s Islamists on the Saudi
society represented a challenge to Riyadh. During the 1950s, Saudi Arabia served as a refuge for
thousands of Egyptian and Syrian Muslim brotherhood militants who fled persecution in their
countries. The Brothers first cooperated with King Faisal in his cold war with Egypt’s Nasser,
playing a key role in the Saudi society with the creation of the Islamic University of Medina,
intended to counterweight Egypt’s Al-Azhar, and the World Islamic League (Rabitat al-‘alam alislami) in 1962.15 Progressively, the Brothers become more active in the Saudi Society in the
1970s and ultimately become at the origin of Saudi’s Al-Sahwa Al-Islamiyya (The Islamic
Awakening) movement, which mixes in its ideology between traditional Wahhabism and the
Brotherhood’s ideology.16 With the eruption of the Gulf war in 1991, the relationship between Al
Saud and the Muslim brothers deteriorated in light of the latter’s opposition to the international
intervention against Saddam, and the Saudis started to look at the Muslim brotherhood with
suspicion, especially with the political mobilisation of the Sahwa inside the Kingdom throughout
the 1990s.
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Therefore, the outbreak of the Arab uprisings resulted in a Saudi fear of a potential
mobilisation of al-Sahwa that is, according to Stéphane Lacroix, the major and most organised
political group in Saudi Arabia.17 This regime-perceived threat materialised with the signature of
many petitions in early 2011 by al-Sahwa leading clerics calling for political reforms. The threat
became even closer with the accession to power of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt (and in
Tunisia), which Riyadh considered as a challenge to its own stability and decided to massively
and rapidly support the August 2013 Egyptian military’s ouster of the Islamist Mohamed Morsi
from power, a support that al-Sahwa leaders denounced.18
Regional balance challenges
Following the invasion of Iraq in 2003 and its consequences, analysts and politicians
started talking about an emerging “new Middle East”.19 The debated new regional ordered was
characterized by a declining U.S. influence and leverage, a rise in the influence of regional
powers outside the “Arab system” (especially Turkey and Iran), and an increasing influence of
non-state actors in regional politics (such as Hamas, Hezbollah, and entrepreneurs of violence).
In fact, the post-2003 regional order dynamics in the Middle East were clearly manifested
in Israel’s wars with Hezbollah in 2006 and with Hamas in 2008-2009. These wars witnessed
important moments of rivalry between two regional camps: the “moderates” (al-i‘tidal)
comprising Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan and the Palestinian Authority on the one hand; and the
“hardliners” or the “resistance camp” (al mumana‘a/ al muqawamah) comprising Iran, Syria,
Hezbollah and Hamas on the other hand. The rivalry between the two camps was around key
regional files such as Palestine and the U.S. role in the region. In this context, Egypt and Saudi
Arabia shared a common view of Islamist non-state actors in the region as being dangerous to
stability, accusing Hezbollah in 2006 of “dragging the whole region to adventures”20 and publicly
supporting the UN Security Council resolution 1559 on the disarmament of Hezbollah in
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Lebanon.21 Also, during the Gaza war in December 2008-January 2009, Egypt and Saudi Arabia
boycotted the emergency Arab summit in Doha on 16 January, to which the Iranian President
Ahmadinijad and the Hamas leader Khalid Mashaal were invited.22
In the polarisation between “moderates” and “hardliners”, that some called the “new Arab
cold war”23, that dominated the Middle East in the first decade of the 21st century, Saudi Arabia
and Egypt shared the same visions for the desired regional order and concerns about the potential
threats to their interests. Thus, the fall of Mubarak in February 2011 represented a strategic loss
for Saudi Arabia and a destabilisation to the existing balance of power between the two
aforementioned rival camps. In the aftermath of Mubarak’s fall, and as Egypt was living a
euphoric moment and great expectations of change that the ruling SCAF (Supreme Council of
Armed Forces) tried to cope with, Egypt gave signs that it might be shifting its foreign policy in a
way that would be undesirable for Riyadh.
The first sign of foreign policy shift was the host of a Hamas delegation by Egypt’s thenforeign minister Nabil al-Arabi in March 2011 to discuss Palestinian reconciliation with Fatah.
On 4 May 2011, Egypt concluded an accord of reconciliation between Fatah and Hamas,
reopened the Rafah border crossing point, mostly closed under Mubarak’s last years in power.
Commenting on the reconciliation deal between the Palestinian factions brokered by Egypt, the
ministry of foreign affairs’ spokeswoman Menha Bakhoum said: “Egypt is resuming its role that
was once abdicated.”24 On another front, Egypt started warming up to Iran. Signs of a
rapprochement between Cairo and Tehran began as early as on 22 February 2011, eleven days
after Mubarak’s resignation and for the first time since 1979, when Egypt allowed two Iranian
warships to cross the Suez Canal on their way to Syria for a training exercise.25 This gesture was
followed by official and popular visits between the two countries, which raised GCC countries’
21
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concerns about Egypt’s new foreign policy orientations.26 In the same vein, Saudi Arabia, among
other GCC states, offered Egypt 4 billion dollars in aids interpreted as an attempt to prevent
Egypt from becoming too close to Iran.27
With the election of Mohamed Morsi as President of Egypt in June 2012, the new
president’s foreign policy also proved to be problematic to Saudi Arabia. While Morsi’s first
overseas trip as President was to the Kingdom of Saudi, divergences dominated the relationship
between the two countries in the following months. Two major trends in Morsi’s foreign policy
raised Riyadh’s concerns: Cairo’s regional alliances, and the diversification of Egypt’s foreign
policy. These two trends, along with the challenge Egypt’s Muslim brotherhood posed to Saudi’s
domestic front, pushed Riyadh to back Morsi’s ouster from power in July 2013.
The first trend in Morsi’s foreign policy was to distance himself from Mubarak by
engaging in a privileged relationship with Qatar, the Brotherhood’s major supporter and Saudi
Arabia’s rival, and politically allying with Turkey’s ruling AKP. These alliances increased the
potentiality of an emerging regional order shaped by “Islamist democrats” in which Riyadh
would find itself isolated. Furthermore, Saudi Arabia was suspicious about Morsi’s relationship
with Iran, after the latter’s visit to Tehran in August 2012 (which marked the first visit by an
Egyptian President to Iran since 1979) and his proposed “Syria regional contact group”
composed of Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Iran. Morsi’s inclusion of Iran in the resolution
efforts of the Syrian crisis angered Riyadh, which boycotted the group’s meeting in Cairo on 17
September 2012.28
The second marking trend in the foreign policy of Egypt under Morsi was the effort to
diversify Egypt’s foreign relations. In this respect, Morsi’s overseas visits to all the BRICS
countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa), Pakistan, Iran, Ethiopia and Sudan
suggest that Egypt was looking for new foreign partners in order to reduce its dependence on
26
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traditional allies, including the U.S. and Gulf countries. Egypt’s foreign policy orientations under
Morsi exhibited an appetite for regional leadership and search for new partners, which met with a
Saudi dissatisfaction.
B.

Bahrain’s uprising and the convergence of Saudi and Qatari interests

If Saudi Arabia’s policy towards Egypt since 2011 aimed at avoiding a possible domino
effect, Saudi fears materialised three days after Mubarak’s ouster when revolution arrived in the
Gulf, precisely in Bahrain since 14 February 2011. As a result, Saudi Arabia found itself more
threatened and thus intended to take concrete actions in order to protect its own regime and its
position in the region. Qatar, unlike its pro-revolutionary engagements elsewhere in the region,
has joined the rest of the GCC in supporting the Al Khalifa dynasty in the face of popular
contestation.
A GCC common reaction
In reaction to the mounting street protests in Bahrain, the GCC adopted a common
counterrevolutionary strategy based on two aspects: a financial and economic support on the one
hand, and a direct military intervention on the other hand.
Three days after the start of the protests, the GCC foreign ministers convened in Manama
to express their support and solidarity with the Bahraini government.29 On 10 March 2011, a Gulf
“Marshall Plan” worth of 20 billion dollars was initiated at the Ministerial meeting held in
Riyadh to assist the Council’s least rich members who face considerable street protests, namely
Bahrain and Oman.30
In parallel with the aid programme and the political support, the GCC took a further step
to eliminate the threat arising from the Bahraini archipelago. On 13 March 2011, the Bahraini
monarch Hamad Ben Issa Al Khalifa demanded the support of the GCC “Peninsula Shield
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Forces”.31 On the following day, about 1200 Saudi soldiers and 800 Emirati policemen, under
the umbrella of the Peninsula Shield Forces, entered Manama through the King Fahd Causeway
connecting Saudi Arabia to Bahrain to help the government restore public order.32 According to
Bernard Haykel, there was a consensus among the GCC states that “no popular uprising in the
Gulf can be allowed to succeed” and that “no concessions will be made because of public
protests.”33
Beyond the threat Bahraini uprising posed to the domestic front of the other GCC states,
the regional dimension was as well at play since the Gulf monarchies perceived any success of
the Bahraini uprising as by definition a success for Iran, bearing in mind that the majority of
Bahrain’s population are Shiites. At the GCC ministerial meeting in Riyadh in March 2011, the
Council issued a statement expressing its suspicion over an Iranian support for the Bahraini
opposition. The statement read: “The Ministerial Council (Foreign Ministers) of the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) today confirmed that its countries and peoples categorically reject
any foreign attempt to intervene in their internal affairs, announcing that it would instead face
with firmness and decisiveness whoever try to tamper with their security and interests or spread
the seeds of rift and sedition among their peoples.”34 Furthermore, the deployment of GCC troops
in Bahrain met with Iranian critics, as the spokesman of the Iranian foreign ministry said: “The
presence of foreign troops and meddling into Bahrain’s internal affairs will only further
complicate the issue”.35
Unpacking the Saudi response to Bahrain’s uprising: the convergence of threats
In contrast with its counterrevolutionary stance towards other revolutions in the region,
the Saudi response to the Bahraini uprising was more intense, direct and multidimensional
31
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reflecting how alarmed Saudi rulers were by the Bahraini protests. On the one hand, the potential
success of an uprising in Bahrain would have posed a major threat on the Saudi regime’s
survival. On the other hand, such success would have changed the regional balance in the Gulf to
the disadvantage of Riyadh and in favour of Tehran. It is the convergence of these threats that
drove the Kingdom to take the diplomatic and military actions at its disposal to avoid a downfall
of the Bahraini regime.
In fact, Saudi fears of possible consequences of the Bahraini protests on its interior soon
materialised, especially in the Kingdom’s Shia-populous Eastern province. Since mid-February
2011, protests started to spread in the cities of the Eastern province, inspired by the protests in the
neighboring Bahrain and endorsed by influential Shia clerics like Nimr al-Nimr.36 After the
failure of the planned “day of rage” in the Kingdom on 11 March, the Saudi regime mobilised its
various resources to counter the protests both in Bahrain and within its own territory. In addition
to the fatwas issued by the religious establishment criminalising public protests37, King Abdullah
announced on 23 February and 18 March 2011 public aid programmes worth of 130 billion
dollars, along with the creation of tens of thousands of jobs in the public sector. 38 Furthermore,
the country’s security apparatus was heavily deployed in the Eastern province as well as in
Riyadh. In its report titled “Saudi Arabia’s ‘day of rage’: One year on” in March 2012, Amnesty
International confirmed that Saudi authorities still detained six persons from the year before.39
The intervention of the GCC troops, led by Saudi Arabia, in Bahrain to put an end to the
Shia-led protests in the tiny Kingdom, fits well into the Saudi counterrevolutionary strategy
aimed at ensuring its own internal stability and maintaining its regional position. It is noteworthy
that, seen the importance of Bahrain for Saudi Arabia’s internal stability, the Saudi government
has always dealt with Bahrain as a domestic affair. Indicatively, the decision to send troops to
Bahrain, under the auspices of the GCC, was pioneered by the minister of Interior prince Nayef
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Ben Abdelaziz, and not by the Foreign Affairs or Defense ministers.40 Through its intervention in
Bahrain, the Saudi regime sent a message to its own population, especially in the East, that it
would take all measures, including repression, to protect itself and counter the protests.41
Bahrain has also been historically a hot spot of rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran,
seen its geographic position and social fabric. In the Saudi mindset, a potential democratisation of
Bahrain will necessarily result in the emergence of a Shiite government, which means an Iranproxy in Saudi’s perception. Therefore, the Saudis feared that Iran would use a Shiite-led Bahrain
as a strategic point from which it spreads its influence in the Gulf and beyond, as it does from
Southern Lebanon and post-2003 Iraq.42
A Bahraini exception in Qatar’s foreign policy?
Despite the Qatari support for the 2011 Arab uprisings, Bahrain’s uprising seemed to be
the exception. In reality, it is not clear whether Qatar concretely took part in the GCC troops’
intervention in Bahrain in March 2011 or not, however it publicly endorsed the move.43 In
parallel, Qatar joined Saudi Arabia, UAE and Kuwait in their 20 billion dollars aids pledge to
Bahrain and Oman. Furthermore, Qatar’s credibility got affected by Aljazeera’s coverage of the
Bahraini protests. On 14 March, one day after the deployment of the GCC troops, Prime Minister
Hamad Ben Jassim Al Khalifa held a phone interview with Aljazeera and called the deployment
of the GCC troops an “assistance and support within the framework of existing agreements”.44
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As a result of Qatar’s solidarity with the Bahraini regime, Doha has been accused of
double standards in its policy towards the Arab uprisings, having openly supported revolutions
outside the GCC and opposed those inside.45 In this respect, Qatar’s position vis-à-vis the
Bahraini uprising seemed contradictory to the image it projected for itself throughout the past
decade as champion of liberties in the Arab world and voice of the oppressed and downtrodden
citizens throughout the region.46
In fact, the Qatari-owned Aljazeera channel largely ignored in its coverage events in
Bahrain in favour of the Libyan revolution that was happening simultaneously. Nabeel Rajab,
president of the Bahrain Centre for Human Rights criticized Aljazeera coverage of the Bahraini
uprising, accusing the channel of double standards.47 Bearing in mind that Aljazeera gained its
popularity in the Arab world for transmitting the “voice of the people”, Rajab’s remark reflects
the crisis of credibility the channel suffered from with its biased coverage of the Arab uprisings.
It is however noteworthy that Aljazeera English’s coverage of the 2011 events in Bahrain was
more comprehensive. A fifty-minute documentary called “Shouting in the Dark” about Bahraini
uprising was aired on Aljazeera English (but never on Aljazeera Arabic) in August 2011.48

II.

The Arab uprisings as opportunity
A. Qatar’s pro-revolutionary stance on Egypt
Among the Gulf States, Qatar was the best placed to benefit from the 2011 Arab

uprisings. Qatar’s national role conception it managed to develop since 1995 as a mediator and
“voice of Arab streets” (through its popular channel Aljazeera), its previous engagements in the
region and its huge financial resources allowed it to wield influence across the region in light of
the Arab uprisings. The Egyptian case is particularly relevant in this respect.
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Understanding Qatar’s Egypt stance
In contrast to Saudi Arabia for which the outbreak of a popular uprising in the most
populous Arab country represented a major threat, Qatar did not perceive Egypt’s revolution as a
threat, but rather as an opportunity. That absence of risks for Qatar with respect to Egypt’s
uprising is explained by two major factors: an uncontested social contract at home and the state
of Egypt-Qatar relations before 2011. The combination of these factors forms what Shadi Hamid
called the “Qatari exceptionalism” in the context of the Arab uprisings.49
On the domestic front, Qatar has been one of the least affected Arab countries by the
wave of uprisings that swept across the region in 2011. Many arguments explain why Qataris
abstained from protesting against their government. The argument that is most advanced by
experts in this context is that Qataris are too rich to protest.50 According to the CIA Factbook,
Qatar has the highest GDP per capita in the world, around 102.000 dollars per year.51 Among
Qatar’s population of 1.9 million, only 300.000 are citizens benefiting from zero taxation, free
public services and an unemployment rate of 0.3%.52 Furthermore, and in contrast with Saudi
Arabia and the UAE, Qatar has never had tensions with the Muslim brotherhood movement who,
on their turn, never undermined the Qatari regime’s legitimacy.53 Besides, Qatar’s Shiite minority
(between 5% and 15% of the population) is well integrated in the Qatari society and
bureaucracy.54 Thus, the risk of a potential mobilisation of the Shiite community against the
political regime, which heavily played out in Saudi Arabia’s reaction to the “Arab Spring”, was
almost inexistent in the case of Qatar. In short, Qatar did not risk any internal instability as a
49
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result of its support for the Egyptian revolution, which provided Qatar with an important
flexibility in its foreign policy. Such flexibility Saudi Arabia missed out.
On the Qatari-Egyptian relations level, Qatar’s tensions with Mubarak’s Egypt - except
for the last few months before January 2011 which witnessed an appeasement between the two
countries that culminated in Mubarak’s visit to Doha in November 201055 - gave Doha credibility
in its support for the January revolution. Qatar’s lack of historical engagements in the Middle
East and the relative newness of its ambitious foreign policy allowed it to maintain the image of
an actor “honest broker”, to use Mehran Kamrava’s words.56 The source of Qatar’s disagreements
with Mubarak date back to 1995, when Sheikh Hamad Ben Khalifa Al Thani deposed his own
father and acceded to the throne, both Saudi Arabia and Egypt were unpleased with Hamad’s
“palace coup” and supported other members of the Al Thani family to regain power.57 Thereafter,
relations further deteriorated mainly because of Al Jazeera channel’s coverage of Egypt as well
as Qatar’s regional diplomacy which, according to the Egyptians, aimed at undermining Egypt’s
historical role in the region. In the 2000s, Qatar’s diplomatic proximity to Syria and Iran and its
support on various occasions for Hezbollah and Hamas, positioned Qatar in opposition to the
“moderates’ camp” which comprised Egypt. The latter’s dissatisfaction with Doha’s actions
reached its peak in 2009 when Egypt (along with Saudi Arabia) opposed the organisation of an
extraordinary Arab summit in Doha in the midst of Gaza war on 16 January, and when President
Mubarak refused to attend the annual Arab summit held in Doha in March 2009.58
Gaining a foothold in the new Egypt
Aljazeera’s coverage of the Egyptian revolution was a key tool for Qatar to gain a
foothold in post-Mubarak Egypt. According to Khaled Hroub, the rise of Al Jazeera is
historically simultaneous to the mount of Qatar’s external activity. It is as a result of Al Jazeera’s
55
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impact on public opinions across the Arab world that Qatar became capable of getting around its
geopolitical weaknesses and quest for a greater role in regional, and even global, politics.59
Despite the mass usage of social media and Internet in the Arab uprising, Jon Alterman points out
that what was more striking is the decisive role television has played in the unfolding of events
the expansion of protests.60
While Al Jazeera did not call the anti-Ben Ali protests in Tunisia a “revolution” until 11
January, three days before the President’s ouster, the same channel started calling Egypt’s antiMubarak protests a “revolution” since 28 January, three days after the start of the wave of
protests61, which met with a shutdown of its bureau by the Egyptian authorities.62 In fact, the
images broadcasted by Aljazeera were essential in the global reporting of Egypt’s uprising
especially when the government decided to cut Internet and phone signals on the evening of 27
January.63 “They did not cause these events, but it’s almost impossible to imagine all this
happening without Aljazeera”, says Marc Lynch.64 To confirm its foothold and expand its
influence in Egypt, Al Jazeera launched its Egyptian affiliate, Al Jazeera Mubashir Misr, entirely
devoted to the coverage of Egypt news.
Progressively, Al Jazeera became a propaganda tool for the Muslim brotherhood.65 In
fact, Qatar’s support for the Brotherhood is the former’s second pillar for its strategy aimed at
gaining foothold in post-2011 Egypt. In an interview with Financial Times in December 2011,
the Qatari Prime minister referred to whom he called “moderate Islamists” saying: “we shouldn’t
fear them, let’s cooperate with them.”66 The relationship between Qatar and the Muslim
brotherhood is rooted in history and date back to the 1950s. In similar to the refuge of thousands
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of MB members in Saudi Arabia throughout the 1950s and 60s, Qatar welcomed an influx of
Egyptians belonging to the MB, among which the most prominent was Sheikh Yusuf alQaradawi who arrived in Qatar in the early 1960s.67 Moreover, under the leadership of the
Egyptian Abdul-Badi Saqr of the Qatar National Library, an important number of teachers
belonging to the MB arrived in Qatar and ideologically influenced the Qatari education system.68
As the MB gained influence in the Qatari society, they started organising themselves in groups
carrying out philanthropic, theological, and preaching activities, without any political aspects.69
The Brotherhood’s abstention from carrying out any political activity or undermining the political
regime in Doha ensured a cordial relationship between the Islamist group and the State of Qatar
for decades. In 1999, the Muslim brotherhood’s branch in Qatar even dissolved itself, justifying
its move by the fact that “the State was carrying out its religious duties”.70
Despite the strong historical ties between both parties, it is hard to state that Qatar’s
support for the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt in the aftermath of the revolution is ideological. In
reality, the State of Qatar officially belongs to Wahhabism, since the foundation of the State by
Sheikh Jassem Ben Mohammad Al Thani, and adopts the Hanbali School of jurisprudence, which
makes it ideologically different from the Brotherhood thought.71 Furthermore, neither Qatar’s exEmir, Hamad Ben Khalifa Al Thani, nor his Prime minister were ideologically influenced by the
Brotherhood’s thoughts. According to Shibley Telhami, the Emir identified himself as a pan-
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Arab “Nasserist” and described his Prime minister as a “Sadatist” in his pragmatism and prowestern orientations.72
B. The Saudi and Qatari push for regime change in Libya
In reaction to the rise in violence in Libya following the outbreak of the 17 February
revolution against Qaddafi, the member states of the GCC adopted a common position. On 7
March 2011, the GCC’s Ministerial council convened in Abu Dhabi to discuss the Libyan affair,
and called in its final statement for a UN action against Qaddafi.73 As a result, an extraordinary
Arab League ministerial meeting was held on 12 March and officially called for the imposition of
a no-fly zone on Libya by the UN Security Council and for cooperation with the Libyan National
Transitional Council.74 In the preparatory phases for the NATO-led intervention against Qaddafi
as well as in the operation itself, both Saudi Arabia and Qatar played a key role.
Behind the exceptional Saudi support for the Libyan revolution
In order to understand Saudi Arabia’s motivations for a regime change in Libya, in
contrast with its national role conception as a guarantor for stability in the region, one must first
recall the tense personal relationship between King Abdullah and the Libyan leader. Between the
two Arab leaders exists a long history of personal hostility. In 2004, Saudi Arabia and the United
States accused the Libyan guide of plotting to assassinate the then-crown prince Abdullah.75 In
reaction, Saudi Arabia expulsed the Libyan ambassador in Riyadh and recalled its own
ambassador to Tripoli.76 Months before the uncovering of the plot, Qaddafi had accused Prince
Abdullah at an Arab Summit of having “brought the Americans to occupy Iraq.”77 In response,
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the Saudi prince said to Qaddafi: “Your lies precede you and your grave is in front of you.”78 In
2009 at the Doha Arab Summit, the two leaders clashed again.79 In February 2013, the Saudiowned daily Alsharq Al-Awsat published “classified documents” from the Qaddafi’s era,
indicating that the Libyan colonel had planned to recruit thousands of fighters and mercenaries to
penetrate the Saudi territory and carry out terrorist acts in the key Saudi cities.80
Besides the fact that King Abdullah disliked Qaddafi and hence would not have acted to
protect him, the Libyan revolution opened up many opportunities for Riyadh on three fronts: the
domestic, the bilateral, and the international. On the domestic front, Saudi Arabia’s support for
the Libyan popular uprising allowed it to discredit critics over its counterrevolutionary role in the
region, and present itself in the eyes of its people as championing the humanitarian and
humanistic cause of the Libyan Muslim people struggling against their oppressor. One must not
forget the timing of the Libyan revolution and the Saudi official reaction to it, a moment
characterized by many uncertainties inside the Gulf whether in Bahrain, Oman, or Saudi’s
Eastern province. In such context, the Libyan revolution and the international reaction to it
offered Saudi Arabia an opportunity to minimize critics that have been addressed to the
Kingdom. In contrast to the Egyptian case, neither the Libyan government was Riyadh’s ally, nor
is the Libyan revolution likely to influence the Saudi society on the ideological level by any
means. Hence, Saudi Arabia did not risk much by supporting the Libyan revolution against
Qaddafi.81
On the bilateral level, the already tense relations between Riyadh and Tripoli permitted
the former to support the rebels without much embarrassment. Moreover, a regime change in
Libya provided Saudi Arabia with an opportunity to develop friendly relations with Libya’s new
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rulers, which actually happened after Qaddafi’s death. In January 2012, both countries agreed to
restore diplomatic relations and exchange ambassadors.82 Furthermore, the Chairman of the
Council of Saudi Chambers Abdullah Al Mubti suggested in November 2012 the formation of a
Saudi-Libyan business council83, and in February 2013 the Libyan Oil and Gas Minister
Abdelbari al-Aarusi during a visit to Riyadh reportedly said that Libya was willing to permit the
Saudi ARAMCO to invest in Libya in the petroleum sector.84 Despites signs of cooperation and
emerging partnership between the two countries and the Libyan government’s efforts to attract
investments, the political and security context in Libya since 2011 prevented many of these
initiatives to concretise.85
On the international level, Saudi Arabia’s support for the Libyan revolution enabled the
Kingdom (along with other Gulf States), according to Kristian Ulrichsen, to establish itself as a
responsible international and recover the damage in the relationship between Riyadh and
Washington following their divergent views on the other uprisings in the region.86 Robert Fisk
also indicates that the US asked Saudi Arabia to provide weapons to Libyan rebels, precisely
anti-tank missiles and mortars.87
Qatar’s position on Libya: a turning point in the Qatari foreign policy
After a decade in which it successfully built a worldwide reputation for mediation in
conflicts and for being friends with everyone, Qatar’s involvement in the Libyan revolution
indicated a shift in the small State’s foreign policy pattern. Qatar was indeed the most active Gulf
State in the Libyan affair, having called for the 22 February Arab League session during which
Libya’s membership was suspended and being the first Arab country to recognise the Libyan
82
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National Transitional Council as the legitimate representative of the Libyan people in 28 March
2011. Qatar had also agreed to export Libyan oil from the rebel-controlled areas for the rebels,
via Qatar Petroleum.88
The role Qatar played in championing Libya’s revolution proved to be crucial on many
levels. On the diplomatic level, Qatar facilitated reaching a consensus among Arab states inside
the Arab League pushing for an international intervention against Qaddafi. Doha also hosted the
first meeting of the Libya Contact Group in April 2011.89 Logistically, Qatar played an important
role in the supply of provisions such as walkie-talkies, Chevrolet SUVs, but also heavy weapons
to the rebels.90 Militarily, Qatar participated in the NATO-led operation in Libya with six
warplanes and offered training to the rebels.91 On the media level, Libyan rebels benefited from
supportive Al Jazeera media coverage. Moreover, Qatar helped launching the satellite channel
speaking in the name of the rebels, Libya li kul al-ahrar (Libya for all the free), which
broadcasted from Doha.
In Libya, like in Egypt, Qatar channeled its support for Islamist groups. According to
Guido Steinberg, most of Qatar’s financial and military support to Libyan rebels was directed to
militias linked to the Muslim brotherhood, specifically to the ex-Jihadist Abdelhakim Belhadj,
formerly member of the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group, and to Ali al-Salabi who was imprisoned
under Qaddafi.92 Doha’s support for Libyan Islamists led many politicians to express their
discontent with the role Qatar plays in post-Qaddafi Libya.93
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Conclusion
The national role conception theory assumes that we could predict foreign policy
decisions and actions on the basis of the knowledge we have of a particular State’s national role
conception.94 Our case, however, proved that in the context of regional turbulence, States might
take foreign policy actions that are not necessarily compatible with their role conception. Hence,
this paper attempted to prove that, in contrast with Khalevi Holsti’s argument, role conceptions
are not necessarily independent variables that dictate actions in foreign policy but can become
dependent on the effects of a turbulent regional event affecting the State’s strategic interests.
In this context, it would have been difficult or even counterproductive for both Saudi
Arabia and Qatar to formulate their reactions to the Arab uprisings according to their initial
national role conceptions, Saudi Arabia as a guarantor of stability and status quo and Qatar as a
mediator and “voice of the oppressed Arab citizens”. In order to attain their strategic objectives
reducing risks and seizing opportunities, a certain transformation in the national role conception
of each State had to occur in order to accommodate with the emerging post-Arab uprisings
regional order and both States’ perceptions of it.
The outbreak of the “Arab Spring” in late 2010 represented the perfect time for Qatar to
finally harvest the gains of the foreign policy it has been pursuing since 1995. For this goal, a
certain evolution had to happen in Qatar’s role conception from a “mediator” to an
“interventionist”, daring to take sides and make hard decisions, which resulted in an
overextension of the Qatari foreign policy that far exceeded the small State’s structural
geopolitical realities. In the case of Bahrain, Qatar was obliged to step back and refrain from
supporting a popular revolt inside the Gulf, as it did with the other revolts, respecting a “red line”
imposed by the Saudis and the GCC as a whole, which shows the limits of the role Qatar has
been pursuing.
For Saudi Arabia, a similar evolution had to occur in its role conception in the context of
the Arab uprisings, from a “guarantor of stability and conservatism” to a “regional leader”. In
fact, Riyadh understood that in order to survive in such a revolutionary context, it cannot survive
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by only privileging regional status quo and countering every single uprising in the region. It
rather adopted a multiform and multidimensional strategy ranging from counterrevolution, to
adaptation, to directly supporting revolutionary movements. Saudi Arabia captured the magnitude
of the Arab uprisings and their strategic effects on the whole region and the historic role the
Kingdom could play in the re-making and shaping of the regional order.
A quest for regional leadership proved necessary for Saudi Arabia to assume that role,
amidst a historic moment characterised by the deep weakness of the classic regional powers
(namely Egypt, Syria and Iraq). Since 2011, Saudi Arabia understood that the power vacuum in
the Middle East, what Marc Lynch called the “dissolution of power”95, along with the United
States’ disengagement from the region, are deeply endangering its interests in the region and
hence a more assertive regional role is necessary. In context, the way the Kingdom successfully
managed the threats posed the Arab uprisings at least in the short-term, went beyond its classic
conservatism in its support for a regime change in Libya (also in Syria), and attempted to
consolidate its power inside the GCC prove that Saudi Arabia is looking for a leadership position
in the region. Nevertheless, Saudi Arabia’s quest for regional leadership is, of course, not without
challenges.
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