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For two years, the Crown Prince, Mohamed bin Salman (MBS), has enjoyed a media campaign
glorifying him, but the recent collapse of the narrative from Riyadh might lead the country to
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dangerously turn inward. The damages provoked by some of the Prince’s advisors are yet to fully
reveal their true nature but already the ultra-nationalistic stands are indicating the dangerous path
the kingdom could embrace if the international community, going forward, does not operate with
great care.
On the 14th of October the Saudi Ministry of Foreign Affairs tweeted on its official Twitter account an
assertive message “Steadfast & Glorious – The outcome of these weak endeavors, like their
predecessors, is demise” together with a statement from the Saudi Press Agency. It was twelve days
after the disappearance of Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi, who entered the Saudi consulate in
Istanbul on the 2nd of October and never resurfaced since.
The now deleted tweet by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) was instantly considered a doubledown by the Saudi authorities facing an avalanche of criticisms due to their constant denial of being
responsible for the disappearance of the journalist. Since then, the leadership has finally
acknowledged that the journalist died in the consulate and
launched an investigation without, as of now, providing any
proof.
The kingdom’s leadership has been under intense pressure
and scrutiny. Some close advisors, such as the famous Saud
al-Qahtani, have been the focus of Western media. The
communicat
ion strategy
including
Twitter screenshot
lobbies
in
Washington, Twitter campaigns or local media
counter-narrative attempts have been exposed.

The advisors
The Saudi MOFA statement however is not surprising
and portrays a state of affairs in Saudi since 2016 in
which the leadership, embodied by Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman and his inner circle, has been
highly aggressive, voracious, uncompromising and
even violent. Among several close advisors, Saud al
Qahtani who is now a well-known figure, tweeted the
MOFA’s talking points on the same day. Qahtani is
and has been - for a long time now - widely believed
to have been the mastermind of the Crown Prince’s
communication strategy, that has portrayed MBS as a
quasi-mystical figure with the aim of reinforcing his
credibility and legitimacy as the rightful heir to the
throne. MBS has been compared to Saudi Arabia’s
founding father, Ibn Saud and a part of the Saudi
twitter community consisting of both hardcore
apologists and bots widely shared images of the glory
of MBS with photoshopped images including both
him and Ibn Saud. Qahtani has also been at the
forefront of some twitter campaigns targeting the
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neighboring state of Qatar and is the one who started the rumor about the "Salwa” canal named
after the Dawhat Salwa or the Salwa Bay in English (literally: “That helps to forget your sadness”)
aiming to turn Qatar into an island. He even derogatorily renamed Qatar into “the Salwa island” in
his tweets. In August 2017 he launched the “blacklist” asking the twitter community to handle names
of people who don’t support the blockade of Qatar (which, according to the Saudi Twitter community
isn’t a blockade but rather a boycott). A move that has been praised by UAE Minister of State for
Foreign Affairs Dr. Gargash, among others. The same Qahtani was handling the Saudi talking points
regarding the dispute with Canada, while Saudi authorities accused Canada of interfering in domestic
affairs and breaking international laws, only to later change the narrative into “breach of
international norms”.
According to French newspaper Intelligence Online, Saud al Qahtani was introduced to MBS by Turki
al-Sheikh, Minister of Sports, head of the General Sports Authority and advisor to the Royal Court
with rank of Minister just like Saud al-Qahtani until recently. According to famous Saudi preacher
Mohamed al-Arefe, himself former teacher at the university, Turki al-Sheikh has attended King Saud
University and has known him “for 20 years”, the same university MBS would later on attend.
Whether he is a member of the prestigious ash-Sheikh family, descendants of Abdul Wahhab and
relative to the current Saudi Grand Mufti, is believed by many but has never been confirmed.
However in September 2017 the Saudi Press Agency when announcing his appointment as Chairman
of Board of Directors of General Sport Authority, used the same “Al Al-Sheikh” denomination, one of
the written forms of the Al ash-Sheikh family name, as his predecessor Mohammed bin Abdul-Malik
Al Al-Sheikh, who is a full member of the religious family. Likewise, within the same official statement
the General Sports Authority uses two spelling: “Turki bin Abdulmohsen Al-Sheikh” and “Turki bin
Abdul Mohsen Al-Alshakh”.
According to him he comes from a humble background and has attended King Fahd Security College
in late 2000 where he graduated as a lieutenant. Turki al-Sheikh, born in 1981 and older than MBS
has long been in the prince’s inner circle and owe him his rise in the highest layers of the Saudi
power structure.
Turki has also made some very noticeable remarks. In early September 2017, Saudi label Rotana, part
of prince Alwaleed’s Rotana Group, released a song featuring Saudi singers such as Mohammad Abdo
and Rabeh Sager, called “Teach Qatar a lesson” and written by Turki al-Sheikh. Similarly to Saud alQahtani who also writes songs, under the name Dari, glorifying the Saudi leadership, Turki al-Sheikh
is known for his poetry.
In January 2018 Turki al-Sheikh called Khaled Al-Roudhan, Kuwaiti Minister of Commerce and
Industry and acting Minister of State for Youth Affairs a “mercenary” in a tweet. That followed a visit
by the Kuwaiti Minister to Qatar, in the midst of the Qatar crisis, to thank the emir for helping Kuwait
lifting a decade long ban from the FIFA. Leading Kuwaiti Deputy Foreign Minister Khaled al-Jarallah to
convene Saudi ambassador and state that "We have expressed our regret and blame over the insult
against (Commerce Minister) Khaled al-Roudhan, a minister who enjoys the full trust of all in Kuwait".
In June 2018 during the Russia World Cup - where the Saudi team didn’t perform as expected - alSheikh wrote a severe twitter series criticizing Sepp Blatter, the former president of world football
body FIFA, ex-UEFA president Michel Platini and Aleksander Ceferin, the current head of the
European football organization.
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Earlier in December 2017 the Saudi Federation for Cyber Security and Programming and Drones was
created under the umbrella of Saudi Arabia Olympic Committee and its first board of directors was
approved in January 2018 by Turki al-Sheikh in quality of Chairman of the Board of Directors of the
General Sports Authority. It is no other than Saud al-Qahtani who has been appointed Chairman of
the Board of Directors of the Saudi Federation for Cyber Security and Programming, a role from
which he would appear to have been removed in the wake of the Khashoggi case.
Turki al-Sheikh also made some noise in Egypt. Al Ahly Sporting Club is one of the most famous
Egyptian football club and in recent years has had a controversial history as its name is associated
with the 2012 Port Said Stadium riot that led to more 70 deaths and hundreds of injured. This event
for some analyst was related to the 2011 Egyptian revolution with the ‘Ultras Ahlawy’ a group of
uncompromising club fans, that confronted security forces on many occasions. The Port Said riot led
to the dissolution of the “ultras Ahlawy” and the Egyptian General held responsible for the
“massacre”, Mamdouh Sheta, has been pardoned in 2016 by President Sissi to the furor of the fans.
Turki al-Sheikh entered the scene in December 2017 when named honorary chairman of the Al Ahly
SC. But soon the advisor to Royal Court and acting Chairman of the Saudi General Sports Authority
“overpassed” his role in the Egyptian club and started to take executive decisions “which was met
with a public rejection that forced the Chairman of the club, Mahmoud Khatib, to remove Al-Sheikh
from the scene by cancelling his honorary chairmanship” in May 2018. “Al-Sheikh then moved to buy
a sporting club in Egypt, Assiuti Sporting Club, to resume his project. He changed the club’s name to
‘Pyramids Sporting Club’, bought new players, set up a satellite channel, and even started to buy an
audience for the new club” wrote Wesam Fouad. That deepen the crisis with Al Ahly’s ultras, that led
to the fans to insult al-Sheikh on September 25th 2018 and eventually to his complete withdrawal
from the Egyptian football scene on October the 5th.
As reported by George Mikhail in Al Monitor: “Sheikh decided Oct. 5 to sell his club known as
Pyramids Football Club and to stop the broadcast of the club’s official channel. On the same day, the
channel went off-air. It only broadcast the following message, “There is no room for sports
investment in an unhealthy environment.” In press statements to Al Arabiya channel also on Oct. 5,
Sheikh said, “I am disappointed about what happened to me in Egypt. I am frustrated. My decision is
final and irreversible. Pyramids FC has finished. I started
selling it. ” ”
Al-Sheikh thus left Egypt, however without one last
controversy: the so-called disappearance of Egyptian singer
star Amal Maher. A rumor is indeed growing on the social
network Twitter that is accustomed to spreading fake facts
and news through made up Twitter accounts and bots,
together with very questionable news sources. Tools that
have been engineered on wide scale by no other than Saud alQahtani, only this time being used against a Saudi advisor and
not for one. Amal Maher a successful and renown young
Egyptian singer is rumored to have secretly married Turki alSheikh according to very questionable outlets. In March 2018,
the same sources claimed that the singer filled a lawsuit
against al-Sheikh for mistreatments and since September
2018, despite her Twitter account denying it, the singer is said
to have disappeared, kidnapped by no other than Turki al4
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Sheikh. The rumor however, won’t cease and many Twitter accounts are continuously asking for
video proofs that Amal Maher is fine while some pretend her Twitter account is ran by al-Sheikh.
The least that can be said is that Turki al-Sheikh’s appearance on the international stage hasn’t been
unnoticed and together with some Egyptian football fans’ furor, the advisor sparked controversy with
the Moroccan football scene as he is being held responsible for having lobbied against the Moroccan
2026 World Cup candidacy in favor of the USA one. In Russia, during the 2018 World Cup, he found
himself insulted by Moroccan football fans who accused him of tearing apart the Arab solidarity.
Saud al-Qahtani, advisor to the Royal Court since 2012, and Turki al-Sheikh are both believed to be
among the pillars of the communication strategy of the Crown Prince. Both very close of one
another, many believe the real influential figure behind the now visible al-Qahtani, is Turki al-Sheikh.
Al-Qahtani who is reported to pressure journalists and editor in chiefs all across the Saudi media
community, and al-Sheikh do not hesitate to share caricatural and aggressive talking points.
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Old talking points
These aggressive stands are echoed on Twitter and
sometimes even by academics and think tankers said to be
close to the UAE and/or the Saudi leaderships. The talking
points have been reshaping realities, diverting criticisms
toward other topics, bullying journalists and analysts who
questioned some plans and reforms. Threatening activists,
mocking academics and only in a few exceptions, refusing
to accept or address the critics. According to this particular
Saudi Twitter community, the leadership was beyond
reproach and the Saudis were living the dream. Any time a
question was raised about the IPO, or the Solar plan or any
other news that would challenge the official narrative, a
massive counter narration would take place mainly based
on denouncing the use of anonymous sources that were
talking to journalists. And the official authorities would
follow suit with statements denying this report or that
article in a more diplomatic tone.

Until now, the strategy worked and many Saudis were
Twitter screenshot
confident in the leadership, as it reacted promptly to any
“crisis” or critics. Until now most of the Saudis believed that the foreign media, foreign researchers,
academics, analysts or journalists were “targeting” Saudi out of hate for the country and its people.
But the Khashoggi murder and its acknowledgement by the authorities after weeks of complete
denial, that many in Saudi believed sincere, is cracking and a sentiment of despair is emerging here
and there together with a doubling down by regime apologists who continue to strongly claim a solid
support for the leadership. If MBS has been the most visible figure on that particular Twitter
community, the king has been making a comeback for few days (right after the 19th of October when
Saudi authorities acknowledge that Khashoggi died in a “fist fight” at the consulate). And in many of
the images shared during that short period on social networks include both the king and the Crown
Prince while in the past the Crown Prince was widely seen alone.
Since 2015 and continuing with the rise of MBS, hope has been the
main driver for the vocal Saudis. Revered figure, the talking points
revolved around how the prince is the same age as the majority of
Saudi citizens, is tech savvy, has an entrepreneurial mindset, a
visionary and a modern figure. The whole image of the kingdom
followed with massive plans backed by some of the most prestigious
international firms giving the prince and his plans their backing. Only a
few questioned the feasibility of the country building a $500 billion city
out of the sand all the while the financing plan, the IPO, wasn’t clearly
settled, that the King Abdullah Economic City (KAEC) was facing
important difficulties and that McKinsey, the provider of the Vision
2030 had a very questionable track record regarding the success of the
plans it sold to various regional countries according to Jacobin
magazine.
Twitter screenshot
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However the scrutiny over the plans and the reforms argued otherwise in many cases, since the
beginning of the power centralization by MBS.
One of the first narratives that emerged was that 70% of Saudis are under 30 years old
as asserted by MBS at the first “Davos of the Desert” and still repeated here and there by
some public figures not taking the trouble of checking. The facts are publicly available
and given by no other than the very official Saudi General Authority for Statistics: 67% of
the Saudi population is under 35 years old and 58,50% is under 30 year old in 2018.
If the right for women to drive has finally been granted, the topic was already in late king
Abdullah’s mind and as Neil MacFarquhar wrote in the New York Times in 2011: “King
Abdullah, the 87-year-old monarch who has a reputation for pushing reforms opposed by
some of his half-brothers among the senior princes”. The strong opposition between king
Abdullah and the Sudairi brothers is well known and little doubt that among those
“senior princes” one, several or all of the Sudairi Seven were included. In the 90’s
already, Nayef al Saud, then Minister of Interior “issued a decree prohibiting driving on
the basis of the fatwa. The ban became official policy” according to a report from Human
Rights Watch.
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Similarly, the crackdown on the religious police known in the West as the Muttaween
that has been celebrated with great enthusiasm even by people questioning the leadership was in
fact a simple inheritance of a 2012 important step.
As I wrote in October 2017 for RIEAS: “It is widely believed that the main blow against the
Muttaween has been carried out by the current regime in April 2016, with a
decree revoking the right of the “religious police” to arrest and engage in
pursuit. If the decree legally enacted it once and for all, it was in fact in October
2012 that the decision was made. A few months before, in January 2012, King
Abdullah dismissed Abdul Aziz al-Humain as head of the Commission for the
Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice and replaced him with Abdul Latif
Abdul Aziz al-Sheikh. No reasons were given but it is widely accepted that it was
provoked by a growing popular discontent toward the aggressive behavior of
the Muttaween. Abdul Latif Abdul Aziz al-Sheikh announced in October 2012
that “arrests, interrogations, house raids and searches will now be carried out
by other police or judicial bodies”.”
The so-called fight against extremism also lacks consistency with preachers like
al-Odah facing severe punishment while others like al-Arefe walk free. Even
though, again under the previous kings, the very same clerics went to prison or
were kept under house arrest. On his last years of reign, king Abdullah had the
intent of arresting now imprisoned preacher Salman al-Odah and was
convinced not to do so by his then Minister of Interior Mohamed bin Nayef
(MBN) who was highly regarded as one of the architect of the praised counterterrorism efforts in the kingdom. MBN was close to al-Odah and it is rumored
that he warned the cleric of the king’s intents. The alleged reason for MBN to
Twitter screenshot
prevent the arrest of al-Odah was the prestige that the preacher has in the
Islamist community and thus his influence that MBN used in order to fight extremist ideas.

7

Bandar bin Sultan, nicknamed Bandar Bush for his alleged proximity with the Bush family, is
renowned for his constant fight against political Islam and the Muslim Brotherhood more
particularly. David Hearst, former Guardian journalist and now journalist for Qatar backed Middle
East Eye, has asserted many times that prominent Houthi leader Saleh Habreh “was flown via London
to meet the Saudi intelligence chief” Bandar bin Sultan in 2013. The aim was to find common ground
in order to counter Muslim Brotherhood affiliated Yemeni group al-Islah, now considered a “Saudi
proxy force” by Ignatus and others, against the very same Houthis. As Kelly F. Thornberry puts it,
while the UAE are dedicating significant resources to counter al-Islah’s influence in today’s Yemen,
“Saudi Arabia, by contrast, is committed to supporting the Hadi government as part of the deal that
led to Saleh’s removal and exempts al-Islah from its classification of the Muslim Brotherhood as a
terrorist organization.”
In 2013 Louise Lief wrote, “Two-thirds of the kingdom’s subjects are under 29, and they are more
willing to challenge authority than the generations before them.” A year before The Economist ran a
story about MBN, and titled it: “The younger generation, at last?”, praising the efficient and young
new Minister of Interior.
As soon as King Salman rose to power, he took great care of sidelining most – yet not all - of those
close to his predecessor. Despite the removal of Abdullah’s son, Prince Turki – among others - , from
the powerful position of Governor of the Riyadh Province, the most blatant ouster of the previous
ruler’s inner circle was the one of the omnipotent Khalid al-Tuwaijri. Al-Tuwaijri took the position of
head of the royal court previously occupied by his own father Abdulaziz al-Tuwaijri until 2005,
making the Tuwaijri family among the most prominent non-royal families in the kingdom. Abdulaziz
al-Tuwaijri ‘s rise to power made him unavoidable and almost considered as Prime Minister. He
gained the trust of former king Abdullah, by helping the latter to shape the very efficient and modern
Saudi Arabia National Guard (SANG), the inheritor of the feared Ikhwan that once allowed modern
Saudi Arabia shaper Ibn Saud to seize power. Likewise, SANG will be a decisive tool into making
Abdullah – an inheritor of the Shammar tribe - a powerful prince and leading him to become king in
2005. Highly unpopular among some princes and some conservatives, Abdulaziz al-Tuwaijri was seen
as a “liberal”, with leftist inclination, who was preventing any access to the king and holding the keys
to the monarchy. As soon as Abdullah “was selected as crown prince Al-Tuwaijri surrounded him
with “liberal” advisors, further enflaming conservatives and certain elements within the royal
family”. That eventually led to a denigration campaign forcing him to step down in favor of his son
Khalid, who however pursued his father’s policies and promoted a “modernist” vision.
Getting rid of Khalid Al-Tuwaijri – Qahtani would be later on be dubbed Tuwaijri 2.0 - was one of
newly appointed king Salman’s first decision while offering the role of head of the royal court back to
his own son Mohammed bin Salman.
As Simon Henderson from The Washington Institute wrote in April 2015: “MBS has already
developed a reputation as a ruthless political operator. When his father became defense minister in
late 2011, MBS used his position as head of Salman's court to undermine a series of deputy defense
ministers. The post was held by four different princes between April 2013 and June 2014, since when
it has been vacant. Similarly, as chair of the Economic and Development Affairs Council, he is seen as
being responsible for the firing of the housing and health ministers in the past two months,
apparently for administrative incompetence.”
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The empty shells
In reality none of today’s narratives are new, and on the contrary they are a rebranding of old
concepts that were already applied as soon as changes would occur in the kingdom. One of the most
effective change that the new leadership, composed of king Salman and his son, actually succeeded
was to create supra-structures in order to make the old structures become empty shells. Thus
diverting and concentrating all the powers.
The first Saudi structure to become totally irrelevant has been the Allegiance Council. Created in
2007 by former king Abdullah the aim of the Council composed of senior princes was to resolve the
issue of the royal succession, the Kingdom’s weak spot. Supposed to choose a Crown Prince based on
the family consensus. Together with the position of Deputy Crown Prince, the order of succession
was supposed to be definite. After Crown Prince Salman became king in 2015, then Deputy Crown
Prince Muqrin became Crown Prince and MBN became Deputy Crown Prince. Until then the will of
the previous king accepted by the Allegiance Council was being respected. But in April 2015 four
months only after taking office, Crown Prince Muqrin “resigned”, MBN became Crown Prince and
MBS Deputy Crown Prince. Two years later in June 2017, MBN was deposed and MBS became Crown
Prince. Ever since, the role of Deputy Crown Prince is vacant, and little doubt that the Allegiance
Council remains powerless.
In January 2015, the new king, Salman, issued a series of decrees profoundly restructuring the
Government. Among other changes, two powerful subcabinets emerged. The Council of Political and
Security Affairs at the time headed by MBN, then Minister of Interior, and the Council of Economic
and Development Affairs. The Council of Economic replaced the Supreme Economic Council created
by king Abdullah and is, among other missions, responsible for the Vision 2030 grand plan, while the
Council of Political oversees the missions of the former National Security Council, also established by
former king Abdullah. Both the councils are now headed by MBS.
Abdulaziz bin Salman, fourth Salman’s son has been named Minister of State for Energy Affairs in
April 2017. This Ministry is supposed to assist the Ministry of Energy, Industry, and Mineral Resources
(headed by Khalid Al Falih) to share the “burden” of its massive mission. Yet it is believed to be at
“the center of the Kingdom’s critical energy portfolio, including upstream oil and gas, renewables,
and power generation.”
Another Ministry that suddenly saw its main powers vanish, is the one headed by no other than
MBN. In April 2017, King Salman issued 45 decrees among which the announcement of the creation
of the National Security Center, an interagency that answers directly to the Royal Court and is seen
as direct competitor of the Ministry of Interior regarding issues such as counterterrorism and
radicalization. The center, headed by a close aide to MBS, Mohammed Ghoufayli, more or less
empties the Ministry of Interior of its substance while Prince MBN still held the Ministry of Interior
(for another month before being deposed). Quickly after becoming king, Salman engaged in the
dismissal of the heritage of his predecessor, Abdullah, such as the National Security Council (NSC)
that was headed by famous Bandar bin Sultan. In January 2015 Salman dissolved the NSC leaving
Bandar bin Sultan without any portfolio, only to revive it a little more than two years later under a
slightly different name: National Security Center.
And later on in July 2017, exactly one month after the removal of MBN as Minister of Interior, the
king issued a decree that would definitely empty the Ministry of Interior of some of its remaining
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missions. On the 20th of July is created the Presidency of State Security, a new state agency that
would encompass all matters related to state security: “The General Directorate of Investigation, the
Special Security Forces, the Special Emergency Forces, General Security Aviation Command, the
General Directorate of Technical Affairs, the National Information Center and all matters related to
combatting terrorism and financial investigations will be separated from the Interior Ministry and
placed under the new Presidency of State Security.” The agency headed by intelligence chief Abdul
Aziz bin Mohammed Al-Howairini, with a rank of Minister, will thus focus on counter-terrorism issues
and its financing while the Ministry of Interior would thus only focus on services including police,
traffic and the Passport Department.
As Dr Kristian Ulrichsen explains in POLITICO: “One of
Mohammed bin Salman’s first acts as the heir apparent was to
transfer all the internal security functions away from the Ministry
of Interior into a newly formed Presidency of State Security that
answered directly to him and his father, King Salman. This
removed from the security landscape one of the two entities that
together with the Ministry of Defense (which Mohammed bin
Salman has headed since January 2015) wielded coercive force in
Saudi Arabia; the other was the National Guard, controlled since
1962 by Prince (later King) Abdullah and since 2011 by his son,
Miteb, and regarded as an elite force that would quell any
internal unrest in the kingdom. Mohammed bin Salman has an
opportunity to unify, for the first time, the hitherto-disparate
military and security structures in Saudi Arabia, and strengthen
further his grip on power.”
The body answers to the Royal Court then headed by MBS’s man
Saud al-Qahtani, who MBS named to replace him while he was
just being appointed Deputy Crown Prince.

Twitter screenshot

In so doing MBS definitely put all internal security matters under his own chaperonage and took
them away from the Nayef Branch, after the nomination of MBN’s own nephew, Abdulaziz bin Saud
bin Nayef, as Minister of Interior. The move allowed MBS and the king to keep a semblance of power
sharing tradition among the various family branches but in reality confiscated the main coercive
powers and making the Ministry of Interior an empty shell. Thus preventing the potential
competition that could emerge from a prince who is given too much power as it used to be the case
under previous reigns.
This control over the security is even being reinforced in the aftermath of the Khashoggi “case”. Since
the 20th of October 2018, the prince has been tasked by the king to chair a ministerial committee to
“restructure the kingdom’s General Intelligence Presidency”.
The General Entertainment Authority (GEA) created by Royal Decree in 2016 clearly competes with
the prerogative of the Ministry of Culture and Information (together with the creation of the General
Authority for Culture in 2016): “Saudi Arabia’s General Entertainment Authority announced the start
of the construction of an Opera house in Riyadh, a project that is among many others related to the
entertainment sector” reported Al Arabiya in February 2018.
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In 2017 the creation of the “supreme committee headed by the Crown Prince to tackle corruption in
public finance” to prosecute the princes and businessmen imprisoned at the Ritz, was yet another
new body that would “supersede” the authority of another existing structure, as noted by Kristian
Ulrichsen,: The National Anti-Corruption Commission — or “Nazaha” —set by a royal decree in 2011
to combat financial and administrative corruption.
In 2015 Aramco, the powerful state-run oil company would also witness the creation of a Supreme
Council chaired by MBS.

The danger of an enclosing
All the narratives emerging from Riyadh and constantly repeated have been
revolving around MBS as the figurehead who pursues all reforms in a country
that deeply needs it. Never has the leadership acknowledged or referred to past
reforms as if the previous regime did nothing. Never has it been portrayed as a
continuation, but rather a revolution. It is as if king Abdullah has been “erased”
from memories, even though many were the observers under the late king to
praise his reform attempts. Glorifying MBS has led to dangerously high
expectations from both the international community and the domestic front,
only capable of seeing the intense media coverage since the disappearance of
Khashoggi as “an attack against Saudi Arabia” as a whole. The image of the
kingdom abroad is in ruins today. The hours and money spent trying to portray a
modern kingdom on the move have been wasted. The narrative, despite some
Saudi leadership’s apologists trying to save it, has been destroyed. And the fear
of the regime now, is instability.

Twitter screenshot (London visit, March
2018)

But there is a greater source of concern that should not be ignored. The real
danger now for Saudi Arabia and its population would be to turn inward, motivated by a hatred
towards foreigners and more particularly the West, a sentiment of injustice and treason due to what
the Saudis think they have been facing lately. This would enable the spread of the most heinous and
sectarian discourse that the young Saudi community thought they had been freed from. Despite the
on-the-ground reality, or not, achievements of the narratives from Riyadh, there is no doubt that
they have been embraced by a vast majority of the youth. And it is up to the international
community, not out of Orientalism as usually claimed in these cases, to assist and help the Saudi
youth to believe once more in a simple reality: Saudis and the kingdom are respected and valued.
Saudi Arabia is an important actor on the Global Economy and not simply perceived by the
international community as a “cash machine”. The stability of Saudi Arabia, despite appearing cynical
in the midst of the terrible murder and the many errors the leadership has committed recently, is key
to the region and the World. The international community now has the responsibility of being extra
careful in handling the next steps in order to preserve the Saudi people while pushing for the regime
to hold accountable those responsible.
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Twitter screenshot (London visit, March 2018)

It is clear that the Prince’s inner circle has been acting in an amateurish way, for years intimidating
foreign countries. It is startling to note the statements some of the Prince’s closest advisors write and
share on Twitter – even more startling is the prospect of them having a huge influence over the
policies of the kingdom. The aggressivity of the tones, and the immaturity of the attacks make every
actors lowering down the level and the diplomatic language. Kids have been ruling the
communication even during decisive times. The dangerous questions that are raised by the
Khashoggi murder but more so by the direct Saudi officials’ reactions – the denial, the vocabulary
included in the MOFA statement, the constant mockery of the journalist’s fiancée and the doubt
instilled about her existence by regime aligned newspapers such as Arab News – could be translated
as such: if the officials who have been in power until now have been able to act like that during this
terrible affair, is it possible that they have been acting similarly since 2015? Were the plans made by
obviously immature people or by serious professionals? What was and is the extent of the powers
granted to these close advisors and how could their words be trusted? How could they not have
understood that the case was serious and will they be able to assess the seriousness of any challenge
in the future?
Criticizing the king has always been a no-go yet under previous regimes, as the power was based on
consensus, journalists were able to criticize policies of certain ministries. As Khashoggi did of the
Saudi foreign policy while Saud bin Faisal was minister. No doubts that princes competing within the
House of Saud would then use opinion-makers to advance their own pleas. Portraying a more a less
moderately "healthy" critical environment due to the fact that various clans were holding various
ministries. But now as everything is centralized in one clan's hands (Foreign policy, Security,
Economy, Social), any question being raised is considered a direct
criticism toward the leadership. Thus explaining the total collapse of
the Saudi press that is only used today as a mere tool to push for a
unique narrative as almost the entire Saudi media landscape is
owned by a single clan.
The Crown Prince’s inner circle might have had a lasting influence on
the Kingdom’s way of dealing with challenges and the mentality of an
entire generation in less than three years. Instigating defiance
sometimes against the historical enemies, the newly designated
enemies, the usually neutral allies, the longtime allies or anyone that
suddenly dares challenging the regime.
Two minor Twitter communication strategies in the midst of the
Khashoggi issue are worth noting. The first one was the
condemnation of the “celebrities” who do not voice their support to
the regime and that several Twitter accounts threatened. The aim
was for this communication, exclusively in Arabic, to address the
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youth through “the public figures with high followers count” as Saudi-American activist Nora
Abdulkarim explains. At this stage the communication made little case of the international outcry
that was cornering the leadership into providing answers. Knowing that the “battle of ideas” was lost
on that front, the Saudi Twitter community tried to preserve the faith of the youth thanks to ultranationalistic stands that they hoped would be shared by these “celebrities”. Thus commanding them
to express support. The call appeared around the 10th of October on Twitter and for example on the
14th Prince Alwaleed bin Talal expressed public support to the leadership on the same social network.
A second aggressive talking point that emerged during that period was this time addressed to a
neighboring country. A Twitter account claiming to be “Prince Khalid Bin Abdullah bin Faisal bin Turki
Al Saud” (a prince with the same name is a board member of Jeddah based football club Al Ahli
Sports Club) suddenly attacked Kuwait for failing to combat the Muslim Brotherhood and called onto
the state “to cleanse of the filth of the [Muslim] Brotherhood”. His comment was met with anger by
Kuwaiti MP Saleh Mohammad AlMulla and a dispute broke out on the network between the two
men.
The issue is significant because Twitter is widely used regionally by both the civil society and the
authorities alike. Few days later, the Deputy Foreign Minister of Kuwait, Khaled al-Jarallah, issued a
statement in which he said that Kuwait “will not hesitate to take legal measures against those who
attack Kuwait & its symbols. Kuwait is following social media through its missions abroad” as noted
by researcher Kristin Diwan.
The kingdom finds itself gravely isolated today despite a few supports emerging from client states.
This might be one of the most severe crisis the kingdom has faced in years simply because on the one
hand some might have lost confidence in their own leadership and on the other, some might have
lost confidence in the international community. If this situation is allowed to perdure, the Saudis will
be imprisoned in a belief that the World hates them for what they are. Imprisoned in a narrative
shaped by local media who convince them that Saudi Arabia as a whole is being targeted by the West
and cut from the rest of the international community.
These messages have already been dangerously spreading in the domestic press and the
consequences could be far worse than one could even predict.
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