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eform has been a buzzword in
Saudi Arabia since Abdullah
became king in 2005. Follow-
ing the attacks of September 11,
2001, the kingdom had been accused of
promoting an intolerant form of Islam and
was under tremendous pressure from the
United States to reform education, curtail
radical preachers and implement (some)
democratic reforms. Although the Saudi
state at first denied a connection between
9/11 and Wahhabism, after the attacks on
Saudi soil in 2003-05 by al-Qaeda on the
Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), it realized
something had to be done. It found support
among the more open-minded functionaries
and intellectuals (“liberals,” the so-called
libraliyyin), who believed reform was
the only way to save the country. They
felt encouraged by both the international
pressures and the waning influence of the
conservative Sahwa movement, responsible
for the Islamic revivalism of the 1980s and
1990s. Reform of education,” improvement
of the position of women,? curtailment of
the more unregenerate xenophobic Wah-
habi clerics, promotion of a discourse of
“tolerance” and “dialogue,” and a combina-
tion of repression of jihadis and mild rehab
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programs for followers* gained the king-
dom wide acclaim in the foreign press.

The kingdom has scored less well
with regard to the usual Western bench-
marks for reform: creation of a conducive
environment for the emergence of a civil
society, implementation of elections for
representative bodies, enhancement of the
rule of law and respect for human rights.’
Besides the 2005 municipal elections, very
little progress has been made on these
fronts; if many observers were hopeful and
sympathetic to King Abdullah’s attempts
to reform the country, after four years of
his reign he still had few concrete results.
To be sure, the more open atmosphere and
restricted capacity of the religious police
to interfere in personal affairs have made
the country unrecognizable for those who
have not visited it for 10 to 20 years. But
reform is precarious at best. The person-
nel overhaul decreed by King Abdullah
on Valentine’s Day 2009, therefore, was
intended to give reform a new boost and
was welcomed by the Western press.°

In this article, I will gauge the effects
of reform, not by looking at progress in the
development of civil society or elections,
but by closely examining some aspects
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of the regime that are more difficult to
measure, but are perhaps as important. [
will concentrate on the internal struggle
between reformists and conservatives as
well as the conflict between the liberal
press and the conservative religious estab-
lishment. Without replacing Wahhabism’s
highly conservative ulama, who dominate
the religious establishment, the educational
system and the courts — and maintain an
important hold on public opinion through
sermons and the internet’ — it is unlikely
that reform will have any effect. Even in
the unlikely event that a parliament were
created, elections would be won by conser-
vative leaders.® The state is fractured, has
no clear policy and, therefore, has limited
control over affairs. The result is that the
battle for reform over crucial sectors of
society is being fought by the liberal press,
which has been strengthened since 9/11,
and the conservative religious establish-
ment, with different sectors of the state
supporting one side or the other.

I have chosen the fierce debate over
gender mixing (ikhtilat) as an illustration
of the convoluted process of reform. Gen-
der segregation in schools, universities,
charitable organizations, hospitals, restau-
rants, government offices and other public
spaces is one of the defining features of
Saudi Arabia. As several researchers have
pointed out, this is not a traditional prac-
tice in Saudi society.” It was actively pro-
moted in the 1980s and 1990s by the state,
the revivalist Sahwa movement,'® conser-
vative ulama and the religious police, who
enforce public moral behavior. Although
the position of women has improved since
9/11, ikhtilat demarcates the battle lines
between reformists and conservatives.
Any attempt to diminish its enforcement is
regarded as a direct attack on the standing
of conservatives and Islam itself."
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In the following pages, I trace the
ikhtilat debate from its eruption in October
2009 to the start of its fourth round in May
2010. I closely analyze the arguments and
positions of the four main players around
which the debate has concentrated (Sheikh
Saad al-Shithri, Sheikh Ahmad al-Ghami-
di, Sheikh Abd al-Rahman al-Barrak, and
Sheikh Yusuf al-Ahmad), examine their
backgrounds and allies, and assess the
support or neglect they have garnered in
higher state circles.

THE PLAYERS

Revising strict gender segregation has
been on the agenda for the past 10 years,'?
but what really triggered the present clash
of interests was the decision on February
14, 2009, to overhaul the personnel of the
highest government agencies.'* The open-
ing in September 2009 of the King Abdul-
lah University of Science and Technology
(KAUST), which has become the symbol
of reform and acceptable ikhtilat, exacer-
bated the already deep apprehension of the
conservatives.

King Abdullah’s appointments on
Valentine’s Day were important because
they signaled his concern about reform.
Among the newly appointed were Faysal
bin Abdullah as minister of education
and Muhammad al-Isa as minister of
justice. Equally important, well-known
arch-conservative figures were replaced.
They included the president of the Su-
preme Judicial Council, Salih bin Muham-
mad al-Luhaydan, who was succeeded by
the king’s close adviser, the president of
the Majlis al-Shura, Salih bin Humayd.
Likewise, the head of the Committee of
Commanding Good and Forbidding Wrong
(henceforth called the Hayaa), Sheikh
Ibrahim al-Ghayth, was replaced by royal
adviser Sheikh Abd al-Aziz bin Humayn
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al-Humayn,'* as was the head of the
Permanent Council of Religious Research
and Fatwas (Lajna al-Daima li-1-Buhuth
wa-1-Fatwa).!> Nor was the Council of
Senior Scholars (Hayaa Kibar al-Ulama),
one of the kingdom’s most prestigious
institutions, spared.'® At least four new
members of the 22-member council were
appointed, among them the moderate
Qays bin Muhammad bin Abd al-Latif Al
Mubarak (b. 1960). Atypically, he comes
from the province of Ahsa, belongs to the
Maliki school of jurisprudence, and re-
ceived part of his education in Tunisia. He
is a specialist in sharia law concerning the
application of modern medicine."”

The Western press has widely per-
ceived King Abdullah’s Valentine’s Day
reform as an important step forward.'®
This, however, remains to be seen. The
highest dignitary of the religious estab-
lishment, the mufti of Saudi Arabia, Abd
al-Aziz bin Abdullah Al al-Shaykh, who
succeeded the arch-conservative Abd
al-Aziz bin Baz 10 years ago, has sided
consistently with the conservatives and
has attacked the reformists on numerous
occasions. Another prominent conserva-
tive of the old guard, Sheikh Salih bin
Fawzan al-Fawzan, is also still active
and recently issued a fatwa forbidding a
French Muslim man from allowing his
wife to leave the house without a nigab."
In contrast, most younger high ulama
know their limits. Their liability is that
they show themselves equivocal on many
issues. The newly appointed Qays Al
Mubarak, for instance, condemns takfir®
and is known for his more liberal ideas on
the Shia,?! but remains skeptical of allow-
ing women to drive.”> Other higher ulama
are even more critical of reform. Having
been appointed only two weeks previously
to the Permanent Council of Religious
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Research and Fatwas,? Sheikh Abd al-
Karim al-Khudayyir openly condemned
measures taken by the Ministry of Educa-
tion to promote sports for girls at school as
“corrupting.”** Like ikhtilat, girls’ sports
is an issue that divides the ulama and finds
many conservatives on the same side. A
conservative like Sheikh Yusuf al-Ahmad,
who became famous in May 2010 for de-
manding ikhtilat in the Grand Mosque (by
having it rebuilt — see below), opposed
girls’ sports® and called for the expansion
of the Hayaa.*

An important impediment to reform
is the alliance between lower and higher
ulama. The International Crisis Group
concluded in a 2004 report that this al-
liance could not be broken and that it is
essential for the survival of the regime in
the struggle against AQAP.?” Since then,
this terrorist organization has been defeat-
ed. The state no longer depends as much
on the lower ulama, who are bound to
lose the most from infringements on their
privileges in education, jurisdiction and
religious policing. In the past, the ubiqui-
tously employed ulama in lower, second-
ary and higher education agitated mostly
against reforms, even if only symbolically.
For example, in 2005, 118 ulama signed a
petition in which they agreed that, while
women’s driving had practical benefits
(masalih), the danger of “legal corrup-
tion” far outweighs them. Typically they
accused “Jews, Christians and hypocrites
[i.e., Muslims with Western ideas]” for
waging a campaign to “corrupt women and
through them the Muslim nation.””® The
replaced Sheikh Luhaydan was prominent
in this type of resistance. In 2008, for
instance, he protested against the corrosive
effects of the booming commercial Saudi
TV stations, stating that the owners of TV
stations could be sentenced to death if they
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broadcast “profligate programs.” He ac-
cused them of promoting “deviation” (inhi-
raf) and sowing “doubts” about established
religious values.”

Another important obstacle to reform
consists of the populist ulama, who inten-
sively use TV stations and the internet to
propagate their ideas. A good example is
Sheikh Sulayman bin Ahmad al-Duwish.*
With obvious glee, he plays on the dilem-
mas the Saudi state faces by implementing
reform while retaining its Wahhabi ideo-
logical basis. His most cherished term is
“contradiction” (tanaqud). He takes Saudi
reformers to task for the tendency after
9/11 to graft a religious discourse based
on tolerance (tasamuh) and coexistence
(taayush) with other religions onto strict
and rigorous Wahhabi doctrine. Unapolo-
getically he calls the Shia “rejectionists”
(rafida) and “unbelievers” (kuffar).’!
Christians and Jews are, in his eyes, “overt
enemies,”? and he ridicules®® attempts
to embellish or downplay such notorious
concepts as al-wala wa-I-bara (loyalty
and disavowal).>* In August 2009, he was
accused byAlarabiya.net of calling for the
assassination of the makers of the soap
comedy Tash 16 for their anti-Islamic hu-
mor.® Due to his provocative pronounce-
ments, he was briefly arrested in 2006 for
incitement to terrorism.*

One reason the higher official ulama
are unable to respond to this challenge
is their lack of authority. After the death
in 1999 of the last mufti, Abd al-Aziz
bin Baz, few outstanding and generally
accepted sources of religious authority
remained. The plethora of fatwas since
then reflects this. On April 10, 2010, the
Council of Senior Ulama held an extraor-
dinary meeting to discuss the “chaos of
fatwas,” especially the use of takfir.” A
day later, the Ministry of Islamic Affairs
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issued a warning to imams about using the
mosques for their campaigns against liber-
als,® in line with King Abdullah’s warning
a month earlier that “words should not be
an instrument to settle accounts.”® So far,
all attempts to limit fatwas to the “people
of rooted knowledge,” represented by the
religious establishment, have failed;* and
popular sheikhs who, in their view, issue
“irresponsible” fatwas remain unchecked.*
The lack of religious authority has become
apparent especially in the ikhtilat debate.**
Few members of the Council of Higher
Ulama, however, seem to be perturbed.
The newly appointed Qays Al Mubarak
stated that there was no need for drawing
up a blacklist of ulama who have issued
“deviationist” (shadhdha) fatwas.*

The reason the conservative alliance
is so strong is that many of the higher and
lower ulama share the same apocalyptic
discourse. Due to the increasing power of
the liberal press and the reformists, they
feel threatened by “the secularists and the
liberals,” who wage “horrendous cam-
paigns” against the real protectors of Islam
and the interests of the king and Saudi
Arabia.** For them, liberals and “hypo-
crites” (munafiqun) are synonymous. They
openly asked the state to curtail the power
of the liberals and put their newspapers
under supervision.** The populist sheikh
Sulayman al-Duwish has become notori-
ous for his personal attacks on the editors-
in-chief of the foremost liberal newspa-
pers, al-Watan and al-Riyad, and on the
head of the journalists’ organization, Turki
al-Sudayri, as well as the former minister
of culture, Iyad Madani, and media czar
Prince Alwaleed bin Talal.*

Liberals, in the eyes of conservatives,
are presumed to be bent on “westerniz-
ing Islam” and replacing it with a “mod-
ern, moderate” version, which they call
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“American Islam.”” The mere raising in
the Majlis al-Shura of the issue of women
driving is condemned as “intellectual ter-
rorism” (al-irhab al-fikri).** Conservatives
try to delegitimize the liberal discourse of
reform by equating “progress” (taqaddum)
with terms such as “decay” (inhilal). They
regard liberals as “corrupters on earth,”
who believe that “decay of religion and
behavior is the basis for progress” and that
we “cannot adopt Western industry and
knowledge without accepting its ideas and
its values.”® Only the sharia can, in their
view, constitute “a blockade against pre-
texts and means to promote corruption and
the forbidden.”® With relief, therefore,
conservatives welcomed the decision by
Minister of Interior Nayif to continue the
ban on cinemas in Saudi Arabia.’!

Remarkably, the conservative discourse
against the liberals and reformists is very
much the same as the Wahhabi counterter-
rorism discourse against “extremism.”?
Liberalism is accused of spreading “cor-
ruption” and “abomination.” Good Mus-
lims must be “educated” and “inoculated”
against its “deadly poison,” which is encap-
sulated in such devious terms as “reform,”
“advice” and “nationalism.” Like terror-
ists, liberals use “spurious arguments” and
are slaves of their passions. Basically,
liberals are apostates, although few will say
so openly. In the hysteria of the moment,
the conservatives regard KAUST as the
first step to “dissolve religion, its values
and its morals.”? Their views were con-
firmed when footage was posted on You-
Tube showing men and women students at
the new university dancing.>

It is important to note that the so-
called liberals can be divided into differ-
ent categories, and that cultural liberals
are involved in this debate.” In this clash
of world views, the liberals are no less
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outspoken than the conservative clerics.
This has developed to the point that one
wonders whether Saudi Arabia might not
be one of the few countries in the Middle
East to develop an anti-clerical movement
comparable to that in Iran. The liberals
portray the conservatives as “reactionar-
ies” who oppose reform, progress, science,
modernity and the development of knowl-
edge “that should be enjoyed by both
sexes.”® They accuse their opponents of
misusing their power by manipulating the
media — especially the internet, where
they are far stronger than the liberals —
for their own purposes instead of adhering
to the custom of giving discreet advice

to the ruler.’” Their weapon of issuing
fatwas and ostracizing liberals and other
opponents is particularly condemned.
Moreover, the liberals accuse the conser-
vatives of derailing the debate over the
future of the country by referring to non-
issues such ikhtilat, the prohibition against
women driving cars and the introduction
of cinemas. Compared to “real problems”
like poverty, drug abuse, unemployment
and the nuclear threat, these are non-
issues.’® The conservatives, they believe,
are damaging the image of Saudi Arabia
and isolating it from the rest of the world.
KAUST, for the liberals, is the symbol of
allowing women to “participate fully in
the family, society and labor market,” and
carry out “their normal duties in society.”
While the conservatives try to portray the
liberals as the most important threat to
Islam and the source of terrorism, the lib-
erals try to connect the religious “extrem-
ists” and their opposition to pluralism and
freedom of expression with terrorism.®
However, liberals are also not averse to
using religious terms against their oppo-
nents, accusing them of promoting dissen-
sion and “innovation.”
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One of the fascinating aspects of the
debate and power struggle is that both
sides invoke the name of the ruler (wali
al-amr). In a political environment that
allows little critique of the ruler, and
where he is decisive in all political mat-
ters, both sides are careful to underline
the theory of complete obedience. But, of
course, both have their own interpretation
of this concept. For the first time since
the rise of the Sahwa, the liberals feel
that they are on the right side of history.
They portray the king as the promoter
of modernization, “who believes in the
future and gives the next generation op-
portunities [for development].”®! KAUST
conveniently links those elements that
are crucial for their program of modern-
ization. It enjoys the patronage of the
ruler and promotes science, progress and
women’s emancipation. It incorporates
nationalism, but it has also begun to dis-
mantle the walls of isolation and connect
Saudi Arabia with the rest of the world.

In a complete mirror image of the Wah-
habi clergy, the liberals maintain a utilitar-
ian view of religion. As one liberal writer
put it: “We cannot believe that when the
state sets the highest goals for the benefit
of the citizen that it can contradict the
principles of religion or break the locks of
the forbidden and rejected.”®

No less vehement is the conserva-
tives’ defense of the ruler. They criticize
KAUST and liberal reforms in the name
of the wali al-amr. Had he not earlier
criticized the press for printing pictures of
women? Does he not promote the “good”
and defend the general interest?®* They,
not the liberals, have the best interests
of the ruler at heart, and only they can
prevent the liberals from promoting their
hidden agenda of Westernization.*
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THE IKHTILAT DEBATE
The Saad al-Shithri Case

The ikhtilat debate has been around
for some time, but it emerged in full force
after the reforms of February 2009. Saad
bin Nasir bin Abd al-Aziz al-Shithri was
the first to trigger the strong emotions
involved in the case. Remarkably, he had
been appointed to the Council of Senior
Ulama during the February 2009 personnel
overhaul as part of its rejuvenation; born
in 1964/65,% he was regarded as a member
of “the king’s party.” Even if he was not
recognized as a reformer, he was a member
of a well-known family of ulama who had
been in the service of the royal family for
some time and was assumed to be loyal.*

The remarks he made after he was
appointed show him to be level-headed
and conventional. He was correct to point
out that the Council of Senior Ulama had
never been confined to the Hanbalis, but
had always been open to the other three
schools of jurisprudence.®’” One of his
fatwas was to forbid jihad “unless it is
permitted by the ruler.”®® Likewise, he
dutifully warned against using the holy
texts for apostasy and terrorism and “the
development of extremist thought.”® On
another occasion, he made the standard
Sunni warning — much repeated in the
ikhtilat debate — against internal divi-
sions, for “the sharia forbids parties and
factions because Islam demands that the
umma be united.””

Shaykh Saad al-Shithri’s promising ca-
reer took a sudden turn for the worse when
he was interviewed by the private TV
station al-Majd on September 28, 2009,
on the opening of KAUST. He started out
by carefully praising King Abdullah for
founding such an excellent university and
“restoring the umma to its previous posi-
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tion of being the world leader in science”;
in short, he considered it a “blessed step.”
However, he believed there were some
aspects of the university “of which the
king will not approve.” In keeping with
the king’s condemnation of publishing
pictures of women in the press, he recom-
mended that special ulama committees be
established to ensure that the university
acts in accordance with the king’s wishes
and “removed that which contradicts the
sharia” and “differs from the truth.” As
an example, he cited the theory of evolu-
tion. Typically, he claimed to speak in
the name of the “general interest,” for the
sharia promotes the good and rejects the
bad and the corrupt. Only at the very end

of the interview did he mention the I-word:

“One of the reasons people might oppose
the good” is that it might promote ikhtilat,
which is regarded as a “massive evil.” To
make sure that his message came across,
he stated that “in mixed-gender universi-
ties we see lots of evil/corruption.” In
those places, “men can look at women and
women can look at men, and their hearts
might catch flame.””!

The liberal press reacted as if stung
by a bee. No less than 18 articles were
published during the next few days in the
national liberal newspapers, especially al-
Riyad and Okaz, attacking the unfortunate
sheikh. The assault began with an article
by the editor-in-chief of al-Watan, Jamal
al-Khashoggi. He attacked al-Shithri
for opposing “progress,” but — more
ominously — for attacking the king. By
openly casting doubt on the legality of the
university on a TV station, he had promot-
ed fitna (dissension) and had “accused the
rulers of this country of betraying its secu-
rity and of being the stooges of unbeliev-
ing foreigners.””” Ahmad bin Muhammad
al-Isa stated in a/-Watan that ikhtilat was
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just a pretext. The ulama want to retrieve
their previous power over education by us-
ing ikhtilat, which is a threat to academic
freedom. He concluded that “we do not
want an intellectual police.””

Other liberals used the case to attack
the prohibition of ikhtilat in general. They
regarded the obsession with preventing
ikhtilat as insane, arguing that it already
exists in hospitals, marketplaces, airplanes
and even during the circumambulation of
the Kaaba in Mecca. Moreover, as some
pointed out, ikhtilat is a new phenomenon
that did not exist before the conservative
reformist Sahwa movement imposed it on
Saudi Arabia in the 1970s and 1980s.7
In an argument that would later become
magnified, most liberals pointed out that
prohibition of ikhtilat is not Islamic; in
fact, it did not exist during the time of
the Prophet and is “tarnished by our local
culture.”” Turki Abdallah al-Sudayri,
editor-in-chief of al-Riyad, asked whether
the rest of the Islamic world — which does
not practice the total separation of men and
women — is, in the view of al-Shithri, de-
viant. He also asked whether the portrayal
of women as “temptations” and sources of
sin and deviation is not an insult to human
values and rationality. He argued that these
extremist ideas will isolate Saudi Arabia,
not just from other religions, but also from
the majority of Muslims.”®

Sheikh Saad al-Shithri tried to defend
his position in a letter to a/-Watan prais-
ing KAUST. He protested that the con-
tent of his interview with the TV station
had been mangled by the editor-in-chief
of al-Watan and praised the “excellent
role of KAUST and the glorious goals it
pursues.” He was especially adamant in
correcting the idea that he had criticized
the ruler. To no avail. In less than a week,
on October 4, a royal decree relieved him
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of his position as a member of the Council
of Senior Ulama. He also lost his other
positions, among them membership on the
Permanent Council of Religious Studies
and Fatwas.”” It was the second time that
someone on the Council of Senior Ulama
had been dismissed.”

One of the questions that has been
asked about resistance to reform is to what
extent did al-Shithri speak for the Council
of Senior Ulama? Was it a planned strat-
egy? Was he nudged forward by his col-
leagues because he was newly appointed
and well-connected, and therefore able to
voice their concerns and those of the whole
religious establishment without severe
consequences? Or was it simply a blunder?

That it was not simply a blunder is
clear from al-Shithri’s commentary on
KAUST during the TV interview. It was
well-reasoned and lengthy and gave the im-
pression of expressing a more general opin-
ion. This is supported by the massive pro-
test from the religious establishment against
his dismissal. The mufti publicly stated
that, when al-Shithri had earlier offered to
step down, his “resignation was unaccept-
able.”” For fiery preachers like Sheikh Su-
layman al-Duwish, the al-Shithri case was
another example of the mortal threat Saudi
Arabia faced from the “deviationist liber-
als.” He clearly voiced the opinion of many
conservatives that al-Shithri had become
the victim of a well-orchestrated campaign
of the liberals led by al-Watan.** In anger,
Sheikh al-Duwish “disavowed” KAUST
and stated that members of its educational
board were “corrupters.”® Members of the
religious establishment, however, remained
neutral. In his Friday sermon, the imam of
the Grand Mosque in Mecca, Sheikh Abd
al-Rahman al-Sudays, called upon every-
one to remain calm and prevent fitna from
spreading. He praised KAUST and pressed
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upon leaders, ulama, intellectuals and
“those interested in the general [welfare...]
to uphold the consensus and agreement on
this important endeavor.”*?

The al-Shithri case seemed to confirm
the ascent of the reformist trend. That
someone just appointed by the king and
as well-connected as al-Shithri could not
impede it was encouraging to the liberals.

The Sheikh al-Ghamidi Affair

Two months after the dismissal of al-
Shithri, the ikhtilat debate flared up again.
On December 9, 2009, Sheikh Ahmad bin
Qasim al-Ghamidi, head of the Commit-
tee for Commanding Right and Preventing
Wrong in Mecca, wrote an article in Okaz
arguing that ikhtilat was permitted and
that its prohibition had no basis in sharia.*
Like al-Shithri, al-Ghamidi was, at 46,
relatively young. He based his views on
an extensive study he had done during the
previous two years.

The al-Ghamidi affair confuses the
reformist case. While Sheikh al-Shithri
was supposed to toe the reformist line
and support the policy of King Abdullah,
al-Ghamidi was a civil servant. He was
required to implement the policy of the
state to the letter and see to the prevention
of breaches of doctrine, not voice opinions
on controversial matters. However, he
retained his position, indicating that he had
support from higher up.

In fact, nothing seemed to stop him
from promoting a more comprehensive
reform program during the following
months, although he was abused, ostra-
cized and even physically intimidated.
Five young men tried to enter his house,
demanding to have ikhtilat with his wife
and daughters, as he did not object to the
mingling of genders.* He expanded his
campaign to subjects other than ikhtilat
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when, in an interview with al-Madina
on April 8, he stated that any cleric who
considered the duty of common prayer
in the mosque unnecessary could not be
punished, because it is an issue of personal
interpretation (ijtihad).*® Related to this
issue is that of the closing of shops during
prayers, which he also did not regard as
mandatory. On April 18, 19 and 20, al/-
Madina published three extensive excerpts
from his 190-page book on the subject,
further kindling the fires of fitna.*® In the
latter half of his campaign, he even criti-
cized institutions such as the Hayaa itself,
of which he was an important functionary.
Al-Ghamidi would not have been able
to wage his campaign for reform if the lib-
eral press and related spheres of influence
(like cultural clubs) had not given him the
space to express his views. For instance,
he launched the second part of his cam-
paign during a lecture he gave in a cultural
club in Taif on April 4, 2010.*” His most
important interviews were with the lib-
eral media, which also published excerpts
from his books (two to Alarabiya.net,
one to al-Watan,® two to Okaz,” and one
to Elaph).”! But al-Ghamidi did not limit
his attacks on “extremist thought” to the
liberal press, which gladly gave him space.
He also engaged in fierce debates and even
became the butt of vicious attacks on re-
ligious TV shows like al-Bayyana on Iqra
TV.2 All of these debates have been put
on YouTube, where they are widely viewed
and referred to on websites. The fact that
his campaign is comprehensive and was
sanctioned by important circles calls for a
closer look at his ideas and background.

Al-Ghamidi’s Background and Ideas
Ahmad bin Qasim al-Ghamidi was

born in 1965 in al-Baha, a village in the

south of Saudi Arabia. Apparently he had
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missed the Sahwa movement because he
describes himself as belonging to the Wa-
satiyya (the middle way) and the rational-
ists. Although he has contacts with liberals
and obviously has obtained some ideas
from them, he regards himself as a Salafi.
At the same time, he claims to have been a
student of the mufti, Abd al-Aziz bin Baz
(d. 1999), and conservative scholars such
as Muhammad bin Salih al-Uthaymin (d.
2000) and Abdallah bin Jibrin. However,
since 1998, he claims to have been a talib
(student). Strangely enough, he received
his B.A. and M.A. in public administration
from an American university. When the
affair erupted, he had been an employee of
the Hayaa for 20 years, but he only became
its head in Mecca three years before the
controversy started (thus two years before
the 2009 Valentine Day appointments).”
Since his appointment as head of the
Hayaa in Mecca, he has been in the news
for his role in supervising the Hajj.** He
showed himself to be open-minded on the
rare occasions when he was interviewed.
He once mentioned the issue of women in
the workplace, stating that the issue was not
whether they could work but under what
conditions. Naturally, during the whole
controversy, he supported the power of the
ruler, who he claimed could put an end to
ijtihad if state security were endangered.”
What are the reformist ideas that have
provoked such sharp response? First, al-
Ghamidi challenges the religious compe-
tence of the ulama, stating that ikhtilat “is
natural in the life of the umma, and forbid-
ding it does not rest on clear religious evi-
dence.” He asserts that “the term ikhtilat
is a recent phenomenon, which the first
people of knowledge, the Sahaba [com-
panions of the Prophet], did not know.”
“In fact,” he asserts, “ikhtilat was a natural
disposition in the life of the umma and
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its societies.”® His argument that forbid-
ding ikhtilat is based on “custom” and
“tradition” is remarkable. It constitutes a
direct assault on the main tenets of official
Wahhabism and its claim to represent pure
doctrine, combating customs such as the
veneration of local holy men and Sufism
as “innovation.”’ This is also why he
defends KAUST. As a modernizing force,
it is not just a project that restores the
Arab role in science. It is also opposed to
un-Islamic traditions and customs that in
his liberalist terminology are the “worst
enemies of development and change.”®
His second challenge concerns the au-
thority of the ulama. By pointing out that
ikhtilat and mandatory common prayers
and the closing of shops are issues of
ijtihad, he undermines their claim that they
have decided the issue. His answer is that
rulings on these issues must be “resolved
by impartial investigation of the evidence.’
Merely accepting the opinions of senior
ulama in the past is un-Islamic, which in
Salafism is forbidden.” By opening the
door of ijtihad, al-Ghamidi lifts the lid on
Pandora’s box.!” Remarkably, he assigns
to the king the power to terminate ijtihad
as soon as it threatens the unity of the
umma and leads to dissension.'"!
Al-Ghamidi’s third line of attack is
more rational, based on a trend supported
by liberals within Wahhabism: the middle
way, or al-Wasatiyya. The trend has
gained greater influence since the criticism
of Wahhabism after 9/11. He points out
that ikhtilat is an outgrowth of extremism
that has become ingrained in Saudi Arabia
during the past 30 years. He believes the
sharia demands that people live their lives
normally without “exaggeration” or “ne-
glect.” This is an interesting view; it basi-
cally attacks the official counterterrorist
discourse that calls the jihadis extremists.

b
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It also reinforces the image the liberals
have of the conservatives.'?

The fourth argument is pragmatic,
based on his own experience as head of the
Hayaa, enforcers of the prohibition of gen-
der mixing. He points out that ikhtilat is
outdated and can no longer be practically
implemented. Ikhtilat takes place through
the internet, which has become so realistic
that it is as if men and women, through
webcams, actually meet. He accuses
people who condemn ikhtilat of hypocrisy:
“Those who forbid it actually experience it
in their daily lives.”'*

Undoubtedly, it was not just his ideas
that provoked vehement responses. He also
attacked institutions and personnel directly.
His speech to the Cultural Club in Taif was
a riposte to his detractors calling for a major
overhaul of the Hayaa. Echoing the critique
of the liberals, he advocated an open debate
on the mistakes of the Hayaa.!™ He said the
Hayaa should be purged of “extremists,”
who should be replaced by “moderates” and
adherents of al-Wasatiyya.'® The Hayaa,
according to him, had usurped power. Its
members “have exceeded the [original]
limits and instructions to the extent that they
have taken away the freedom that Islam
allows to people.”'* He argued for the “cor-
rection” of “flaws” in the Hayaa and for the
appointment of “moderate-minded ulama in
leading places in Mecca and replacing those
who are irresponsible and overwhelmed
with rashness and who are unwilling to
work with that spirit [of moderateness] or
are ignorant of jurisprudence on the differ-
ent forms of allegiance to the ruler.”!"’ In
his latest utterances, he promoted a culture
of “dialogue,” stating that “the general pub-
lic is dominated by fanaticism and traditions
of one point of view,”'”® echoing the belief
of the liberals that terrorism has its source in
Wahhabism itself.'"”
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Responses to the Affair

Although al-Ghamidi was, to every-
body’s surprise, not fired for his ideas,
very few really defended him. His direct
boss, Sheikh Abd al-Aziz bin Humayn al-
Humayn, who was appointed in February
2009, did not speak up in his favor.""® An-
other so-called reformer, Sheikh Qays Al
Mubarak, who was named by al-Ghamidi
as an ally, quickly denied any association
with him.""" Salman al-Awda, the leader
of the Sahwa movement in the 1990s,
who since has moderated his speech,!'?
refused to become involved in the debate
but denounced the “extremist” ulama for
“pronouncing something forbidden.” He
acknowledged that there was room for
debate on the issue of ikhtilat.''

This weak-to-noncommittal attitude of
the reformers, moderate officials and clergy
opened the door for the conservatives to
express their views. On April 23, 2010,
the mufti repeated his earlier critique and
called al-Ghamidi’s ideas concerning the
non-mandatory nature of common prayer
“misguided opinions” that aim “to mislead
Islam and Muslims.”"'* At this point, it
became known that al-Ghamidi had sent
him his study on common prayer, and that
the mufti had advised him “on a personal
basis” not to publish it.!'> Also, major
figures in the Council of Senior Ulama
and the Fatwa Council were opposed.!'®
Not surprisingly, the Hayaa was outraged
that such a high member of the institution
would come out as a detractor. A meeting
of the Hayaa in Burayda condemned al-
Ghamidi, particularly for venting his ideas
through the liberal press.''” An official
declaration, signed by, among others, the
mufti and Sheikh Salih bin Fawzan al-Faw-
zan, condemned allowing shops to be open
as contrary to the Sunna and the dalil that
the Sahaba have laid down.!'® Other higher
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ulama, such as Shaykh Abd al-Rahman
al-Atram, a member of the Majlis al-Shura,
condemned al-Ghamidi as well.""’ The Per-
manent Council of Research of Religious
Knowledge and Fatwas indirectly accused
him of “making it easy” to evade the
common prayer.'”® An excursion through
conservative Saudi religious websites
shows endless postings refuting al-Ghami-
di’s statements, often reiterating the same
“authoritative” sources. His book on shops
and prayers is especially condemned.'?! As
the bulk of official Wahhabi fatwas issued
during the past 50 years are against reform,
these are often referred to.'*

The opposition to al-Ghamidi was,
however, not just based on arguments.
Much of it was pure slander. As noted,
the mufti himself called him “one of the
preachers of misguidance” and devoted a
whole Friday sermon to the issue of not
praying in the mosque.' Others called his
arguments “passions for making it easier”
or just “madness.”'?* Sheikh Sulayman
al-Duwish, who debated with al-Ghamidi
on the TV show al-Bayyana, on the issue
of ikhtilat, tried to discredit him by stating
that his standing as a scholar is “weak.”
He claimed al-Ghamidi was a “nonentity,”
his views “contradictory.” Moreover, he
had been “carried away by personal pas-
sions” and was willing to “sell his religion
for publicity.”'* Ostracism extended even
to his own tribe: its ulama, in a joint proc-
lamation, denounced al-Ghamidi as having
brought shame to the tribe’s name.!*® Even
students came out against al-Ghamidi.'”’

The massive negative response to
al-Ghamidi’s ideas provides reason to
ponder the effectiveness of the half-hearted
support al-Ghamidi received from higher
up and the reason for his stubbornness.

The expansion of al-Ghamidi’s reformist
campaign clearly alarmed not just conser-
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vatives but also the more thoughtful ulama,
who feared that al-Ghamidi’s promotion
of ijtthad might encourage the common
people to start doubting the authority of the
ulama. The influential administrative judge
in Mecca, Sultan bin Uthman al-Busayri,
argued that this could lead to dissension
and deception.!”® Even some of the liberal
newspapers that published al-Ghamidi’s ar-
ticles felt compelled to allow ripostes to be
printed as a way of dissociating themselves
from the runaway reformer.'” Few mod-
erates held al-Ghamidi in esteem. Most
regarded him as both ignorant of religious
knowledge and bent on deception. By stat-
ing that one has direct access to the Quran
and the hadith (sayings of the prophet), he
lacked knowledge of the principles of the
sharia and was deficient in his knowledge
of the hadith."** Neither his association
with the liberals nor his degrees from an
American university helped him in that re-
spect.’® Some websites even accused him
of plagiarizing two articles from liberal
newspapers and websites. !

Strangely enough, the liberal response
to al-Ghamidi was divided. Prince Khalid
bin Talal bin Abd al-Aziz asked al-Ghamidi
to resign.!** The journalist Faris bin Hizam
had mixed feelings about al-Ghamidi,
whom he regards not as a liberal but as a
Salafi.’** On the other hand, the columnist
Abdallah bin Bakhit supported al-Ghamidi
“100 percent” and called ikhtilat — in one
of those half-ironic, half-serious religious
counterarguments — an “innovation.”

He agreed with al-Ghamidi that ikhtilat
contradicts the spirit of Islam and hampers
women from acquiring economic indepen-
dence.'** Other liberals, even within al-
Watan, pointed out the dangers of assuming
the authority of the mufti and raising such
controversial issues as ikhtilat, as these

are the prerogative not of the head of the
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Hayaa in Mecca but of the Permanent
Council of Religious Research and Fatwas
and the Council of Senior Ulama.'¥

The most generous support that
al-Ghamidi has received is from more
moderate ulama outside Saudi Arabia. The
famous Iraqi sheikh, Ahmad al-Kubaysi,
living in Qatar, agreed with al-Ghamidi
that forbidding ikhtilat has its origins in the
Abbasid dynasty and that Arabs during the
time of the Prophet and the Rightly Guided
Caliphs did not forbid men and women
from mingling at the Kaabah, in market-
places, in education, in prayer and even in
battle."”” Likewise, al-Azhar was embar-
rassed by the fatwa of al-Barrak, which it
condemned for giving Islam a bad name.'**

What helped al-Ghamidi the most were
the vicious attacks he had to endure.'*
Most neutral commentators were amazed
and shocked by the vehement campaign that
has been waged against him. The fact that
the highest ulama of the country participat-
ed in the slander campaign, along with the
populist sheikhs, revealed to them the lack
of tolerance in the society as a whole.!*°

The al-Barrak Case

The ikhtilat debate reached a new level
of notoriety when, on February 22, 2010,
the 77-year-old Sheikh Abd al-Rahman al-
Barrak'*! warned against promoting ikhtilat:
“Ikhtilat between men and women in work
and education — which is wished for by the
modernists — is forbidden (haram).” He
continued, “It will lead to words that are
haram, gazes that are haram, and khalwa
[when a man meets a woman alone] that
is haram.” But his most damaging remark
was this: “Those who permit ikhtilat
are unbelievers; this means they become
apostates,” and they can be killed if they
do not repent.!* Earlier, Sheikh al-Barrak
had been involved in the case of al-Shithri,
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whom he had defended in a declaration on
his website entitled “Justice and the Case
of Tkhtilat.”'** His page on the website of
Sheikh Habdan hosted most of the posts in
support of al-Shithri.'** The tremendous
acclaim he received for the organization of
this support must have encouraged him to
come out with his fatwa in February.'*

If his public pronouncements on
the ikhtilat issue are rare, his arguments
are not. In his condemnation of gender
mixing, he repeated the by-now-familiar
diatribes against the modernists, who
are inclined to a “Western unbelieving
lifestyle” and who intend to “Westernise
the umma.”'*¢ Confirming his Wahhabi
background, he termed fighting this evil a
“jihad against the people of falsehood” and
the “people of innovation.”'’

Although Sheikh al-Barrak appears
to be a maverick, he has had a typical, if
not illustrious, career. He was appointed a
member of the al-Mahad al-Ilmi in Riyadh
when it was opened in 1951 and became
a lecturer there in 1959. He has had an
impressive career as a teacher but was re-
fused membership in the Dar al-Ifta. Un-
officially, he is considered to have a major
theological following since the death of the
previous mufti, Bin Baz, in 1999. He is
known for his modesty and piety.!*® More-
over, his ideas are typical of the conserva-
tive ulama who oppose all reforms and
divide the world into good and evil, truth
and falsehood, believers and nonbeliev-
ers, the party of God and the party of the
devil.'* His notoriety goes back to March
2008, when he issued a fatwa condemning
as apostates two Saudi writers who had
penned articles critical of Wahhabi Islam
in al-Riyad.’® Typically, he had been
supported by Salih Fawzan al-Fawzan, a
member of the Council of Senior Ulama,
who called upon the writers to admit
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their mistakes,'*! and by Sheikh Salih bin
Muhammad al-Luhaydan.!®* He reiterated
that classical Wahhabi doctrine forbids
travel to the land of the nonbelievers for
tourism.'>* During the civil strife in Iraq,
he denounced the Shia as “unbelievers.”!5*
Ismailis are, in his eyes, “rejectionists”
because they belong to the school of hid-
den knowledge.' Not surprisingly, Jews
constitute “the worst of all nations.”'*® He
argued that making permanent peace with
Israel is contrary to the sharia as long as it
occupies Muslim land.'’

In July 2010, Sheikh al-Barrak again
made the headlines when he cursed
journalists as “armies of the devil” on his
website. He was criticized by judge Isa
al-Ghayth for not “respecting the good
intentions of the other,” “plural views” and
“difference of opinion.” The judge noted
that it was deplorable that clerics could
use the internet for slander and incitement,
saying that those responsible should be
held accountable for their “dangerous and
forbidden acts.” However, the Ministry of
Media and Culture made it clear that they
were unable to pursue Sheikh al-Barrak
because the internet did not fall within
their jurisdiction.'®

The Yusuf al-Ahmad Case

The case of Sheikh Yusuf bin Abdal-
lah al-Ahmad is the latest chapter in the
ikhtilat debate. He called for the Grand
Mosque in Mecca to be greatly enlarged
and, as part of the project, to ensure that
the mixing of the sexes would be pre-
vented. Perhaps more than in the other
three cases, his position is puzzling. He
is a prominent government official who
has voiced an even more severe critique
of KAUST than Sheikh al-Shithri and yet
remains in his post. Sheikh al-Ahmad is
a professor in the Department of Sharia at
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the Imam Muhammad ibn Saud Islamic
University in Riyadh. He had taken part
in the ikhtilat debate at an earlier stage, at-
tacking the minister of justice, Muhammad
al-Isa, in regard to KAUST. In this article,
entitled “Twenty Questions ... Your Excel-
lency, Minister of Justice,” he states that
KAUST is a source of unbelief in Saudi
Arabia. It is not based on Islamic prin-
ciples; its president as well as its teachers
are nonbelievers; its finances are based on
interest, yet derive from public finances;
Saudis constitute only 15 percent of the
teaching personnel; no courses on the
Quran are offered. Worst of all, it “totally
lacks religious surveillance.”!%

But, as in the other cases, this is part
of a long guerrilla war. The opposition
against Sheikh Yusuf al-Ahmad apparently
flared up in March 2010, when he intended
to gatecrash the Riyadh book fair, where
ikhtilat was permitted. He is convinced
that the affair is a premeditated attempt to
discredit him by linking his call for ex-
panding the Grand Mosque to ikhtilat. He
believes that his liberal opponents spun the
case to make it appear that he was willing
to tear down the Grand Mosque for the sole
purpose of preventing ikhtilat — while in
fact he was primarily interested in expand-
ing it.!®® He did state, “Nobody would
allow his wife or next of kin to touch men
during the tawwaf.’'®! His opponents
apparently looked for writings to attack
and found an article he had written in a/-
Jazirah on December 30, 2008, “Expand-
ing the Haram Mosque.”'®* In an interview,
moreover, he explains that he had written a
study three years before calling for expand-
ing the capacity of the Haram al-Sharif
from 900,000 to 10 million persons.

As in the al-Shithri case, conservatives
immediately rallied to the cause of Sheikh
Yusuf al-Ahmad. Fifty-five supporters
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issued a declaration protesting the liberal
attempt to undermine the sheikh’s posi-
tion.'® Even his family, claiming superior
lineage, rallied to his side. Other sites sup-
ported him, stating that it would be rational
to expand the Haram mosque to accommo-
date millions and at the same time make it
safe for women.'®

CONCLUSIONS

As the four cases above demonstrate, it
is extremely difficult to determine whether
reforms are successful and whether the
liberals or conservatives are making gains.
Although the general trend is in favor of
the reformists, reform is piecemeal, hesi-
tant, equivocal and strongly resisted.

Several issues are worthy of atten-
tion. First, it appears that the state itself is
divided between reformists and conserva-
tives, with not just King Abdullah on the
one side and Prince Nayif on the other,
which is the usual cliché. In fact, all the
religious institutions are divided. As there
is no constitution and no clearly defined
policy for reform — and the state is still
officially based on Wahhabism, despite the
insertion of nationalism and an ideology of
“dialogue” and “tolerance” based on Wa-
satiyya — the conservatives can resist at-
tempts at reform and call the government’s
bluff. There seems to be an ideological
power vacuum in which the state allows
liberals and conservatives to slug it out.
Naive loyalists like Sheikh al-Shithri find
themselves caught up in the struggle and
the butt of liberal wrath for a slight remark
that is commonly supported in conserva-
tive circles. On the other hand, reformists
who stick their necks out, like Sheikh al-
Ghamidi, are left exposed to a massive and
vicious conservative campaign to discredit
them. The ideological vacuum allows
popular sheikhs like al-Duwish, pensioned
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mavericks like al-Barrak and provoca-

tive officials like al-Ahmad enough room
to propagate their conservative ideas and
strike alliances with more prominent ulama
in official institutions.

Second, one wonders what the effect is
of the appointment of new personnel in the
top ranks of religious institutions, as hap-
pened in February 2009. It seems that the
replacement of the heads of the religious
institutions has not always had beneficial
results, as the al-Shithri case demonstrates.
He was young but obviously not a reform-
er. On the other hand, Qays Al Mubarak is
young but an equivocal reformer. During
the power struggle, neither he nor the min-
ister of education nor the newly appointed
head of the Hayaa, Sheikh al-Humayn,
made clear pronouncements in the ikhtilat
debate. The personnel policy during the
debate was also confusing. While Sheikh
al-Shithri was fired for voicing a cau-
tious critique, which the whole religious
establishment probably shared, a teacher
at an official university, such as Yusuf
al-Ahmad, can quite easily voice a much
more severe critique of KAUST and retain
his post, while the mufti can easily use his
function to oppose reform.

Third, in this regard, the lack of
religious authority and the ensuing “fatwa
chaos” are signs of the tremendous chang-

es taking place in Saudi Arabia. Religious
authority has moved to informal popular
preachers such as Sulayman al-Duwish,
while maverick old-guard preachers like
Sheikh al-Barrak can still create turmoil,
and civil servants like Yusuf al-Ahmad
can mobilize protests against reform.
Meanwhile, the liberal press can launch a
massive and outspoken campaign against
Wahhabism and control of society by of-
ficial clergy. Although it is too early to
tell, it is quite possible the Saudi state is
managing this behind the scenes, drawing
out its opponents.

Fourth, the debate and the vehement
response make one wonder about the
dangers of reform and chances of success
in the future. Real reform can only take
place with broad public support; therefore,
it needs an overhaul of ideas, not just of
personnel. Although the state is promot-
ing a more open and tolerant Islam in the
form of Wasatiyya, it is obvious from the
ikhtilat debate that the battle has not been
won. Many Saudis are fed up with the
inordinate interference of religious authori-
ties in their lives, and one can even speak
of an anti-clerical movement. The liberals,
however, speak a language that is alien to
the world of official Wahhabism and the
majority of Saudis and is therefore hardly
likely to influence them.
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