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2.
The Arab Spring: the Changing 
Dynamics of West-GCC Cooperation

Claire Spencer and Jane Kinninmont

The Arab uprisings were initially met with quite different reactions in 

counter-intuitively, the Arab uprisings have so far resulted in the Gulf 

together. Their differences were most pronounced over the uprising in 
Egypt, where Saudi Arabia in particular disagreed profoundly with the 

the West. More recently, GCC and Western partners have begun to coor-
dinate their policies towards key transition countries: they have sup-
ported a limited political transition in Yemen and more drastic change in 
Libya and Syria. Meanwhile, the West has continued to ally itself with the 
pro-Western monarchies that have also faced unrest, notably in Bahrain. 

say very different things about the value of democracy in the region, 
they also have a sense of shared Realpolitik interests. These include both 

the region and a broader desire on the part of both Western and Gulf 
governments to continue and enhance their mutual economic and busi-
ness cooperation; the West needs Gulf capital and markets to help sup-
port its economic recovery, and the Gulf needs Western expertise and 
security assistance. 

Yet while they may have common interests, these are not always iden-
tical. Notably, there are differences not only about the value of democracy 

-
ments; in a development that was hardly foreseen before the Arab upris-

-
ernments in Egypt and Tunisia than some Gulf countries are. Moreover, 
since early 2011, the rapidly evolving regional context has resulted in 
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increased questioning about the value, reliability and longevity of the 
West’s relations with the GCC. It has also highlighted a number of diver-
gences in the ways in which actors on both sides of the West-GCC divide 

approach emanating from either the Gulf countries or the Western coun-
tries, let alone from both sets of partners combined.

In this respect, it is important to situate the changes taking place 
since January 2011 in a broader trajectory of both global and regional 
change, which predates the surfacing of unrest from Tunisia to Yemen. A 
key part of the context is the perception that the world’s future economic 

increasingly be driven by an emergent Asia, rather than by America and 
Europe. Should the geopolitical assumptions underlying much of the 

or even dissipate over the coming years, there will be considerable, if as 

At the same time, key European countries are concerned that they are 
already facing increasing competition from rising powers, particularly in 

Gulf states. Such trends will challenge the assumption that the countries 
described as ‘the West’ will continue to share the same strategic priori-

will continue to have strategic energy-related and commercial interests. 
Instead, a divergence of priorities between, and even within, transat-
lantic partnerships may be more likely.

Within the MENA region itself, the most salient features to affect 
longer-term trends of political change are likely to remain the cumula-
tive effects of demographic change and the region’s information revo-
lution, both of which have been much commented on since 2011. Since 
these developments are structural rather than circumstantial, they will 
continue to be felt across MENA states despite the reverses and set-
backs to the processes unleashed by the popular revolts of 2011. The 
combined effects of majority populations across the MENA region now 
being weighted towards the young (with 50 percent or more of MENA 

-
nopoly over information that the region’s authoritarian governments 

regarded as all-but-irreversible. 
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Attempts to stem the tide of demands for greater economic, political 
and social participation may thus succeed over the short-term, but the 
generational challenges to largely ageing leaderships will require more 
than stop-gap responses over the longer term. Equally, the effects of 
higher levels of education, however imperfectly applied across MENA 
states, including the access by larger numbers of people to a wider set of 

pressures for substantial change within MENA states will continue to 
mount in coming years. 

THE GLOBAL CONTEXT FOR WEST-GCC RELATIONS

The ambiguously evolving relations between the West and the GCC need 
to be placed in the context of processes that started prior to 2011, in the 
global redistribution of wealth brought about partly through long-term 
shifts in commodity prices, and through eastward and southward shifts 
in economic, demographic and productivity growth.

As a result of these shifts, relations between ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’ 
-

increasingly expected to provide the bulk of aid and investment to the 
rest of region. As noted above, this has also been supplemented by the 

have started from elites engaging a broader base of popular support, 
or through the impact of education and technology and the rise of new 

in the MENA, the shifts of power within states are also weakening the 
ability of states such as Egypt, post-Arab Spring, to be regional foreign 
policy actors, even if this is short-term. The inability of Mubarak’s Egypt 
to project regional ‘depth’ in the way that Nasserite Egypt did in the mid-
20th century played into the hand of the ‘status quo’ policies of the Gulf 
states. It is now the unknown qualities of future Egyptian leadership, 
above all under the Muslim Brotherhood, that is of concern to GCC states. 

At the same time, and in the context of the uncertain results of the 
lengthy military commitments in Afghanistan and Iraq, the coherence 

-
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as was widely recognised well before President Barack Obama’s re-elec-
tion in November 2012, has been pivoting more towards Asia than its 
traditional alliances in Europe, which, in turn, are seen to be overly 

has been little appetite for direct military engagement in the aftermath 

while Syria has highlighted the lack of public and political will to commit 
ground troops, in contrast with 2003 Iraq. 

and implementing common policies towards Iran over its nuclear pro-

changing Iranian behaviour or securing a deal with Iran’s leadership. 
Meanwhile, although the Gulf states rely heavily on Western countries 

to provide them with implicit security guarantees against any threat of 

the 2003 regime change in Iraq, widely perceived in the Gulf as having 

Iraqi and Iranian policies in the region, but this view is often regarded in 
the Gulf as either naive or disingenuous. The GCC countries would also 

-
tive role in pushing for a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian con-

render that initiative entirely defunct.
For the GCC, its own integration into the global system has taken the 

path of assuming a greater role in international arrangements, above 

symbolic importance in areas such as global sport and cultural pro-
duction. This raises the question of whether the international system 
is simply integrating the least threatening, wealthiest and most pro-
Western countries into its ranks, and whether GCC states will be capable 
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which GCC countries can, or indeed do represent wider Arab and Islamic 
populations, most of whom live outside the GCC. 

as south-south trade has provoked greater interest in south-south diplo-
macy and south-south security cooperation. This is a relatively new 

Western security guarantees for its own security, the others being their 
economies’ dependency on hydrocarbons, imported goods, and imported 

Indian sub-continent.
The GCC’s alliances with Western states are heavily tilted towards 

-
mented by that of France as the other main provider of arms and users 
of military bases in the Gulf.

This pattern is different when it comes to trade, as there is very little 

overtaken by those to China in recent years, but America still imported 
20 percent of its global energy needs from the Gulf in 2012.1 Regardless 

to help keep the global price of oil down by adjusting its production and 
supplies to global markets where, as a fungible commodity, oil prices 
are set to a greater degree than gas, for which longer-term bilateral con-
tracts are drawn up.

energy supply structure may reduce the extent to which maintaining low 
World Energy 

Outlook
mid-November 2012, the most startling assessment was that by 2020 the 

at 11.1 million barrels and 10.6 million barrels a day respectively.2 While 
this is far from universally accepted, it has led to further debates about 

1  

2  World Energy Outlook 2012, Paris, 12 November, 
http://www.worldenergyoutlook.org/publications/weo-2012/#d.en.26099.
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that Saudi Arabia’s oil export capacity is being squeezed by its rapidly 
mounting domestic consumption.3 The relations between the West and 
the Gulf countries are not shaped only by oil, but energy security has 
been one of the key factors affecting their ties for the past four decades, 

of parties in both the West and the Gulf.
In terms of the GCC’s options for alternative partners, these are plen-

tiful on the economic front, but not so obvious on the security front. 

1,400 megawatt reactors in total.4 -
tion their previous assumptions that while East Asia could out-compete 
them on low-cost consumer goods, they would necessarily have a com-
parative advantage when it came to higher-tech products and construc-
tion contracts. In many areas, Western brands still have an edge owing 
to perceptions of higher quality, but competition in other areas, such as 
healthcare and pharmaceuticals in India, has been on the increase.

There are few options for newer security partners to replace the 

countries in the near term, despite the concerns of Gulf leaderships that 
America has ‘gone soft’ on military deterrence, above all in respect to 

is in the number of rising powers who could provide alternative sources 
of arms as well as some military support. The main alternative con-
tender in the long-term would be China, given that it has just overtaken 

5 But China does not 

3  Burning Oil to Keep Cool: The Hidden Energy 
Crisis in Saudi Arabia
Programme, December. http://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/public/
Research/Energy,percent20Environmentpercent20andpercent20Development/1211pr_
lahn_stevens.pdf. 

4  BBC News, 27 December 2009, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/8431904.stm.

5  Financial Times, 4 March 2013, http://
www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/d33b5104-84a1-11e2-aaf1-00144feabdc0.html#axzz2N-
Dqz631O.
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yet have an appetite to patrol the Gulf when it can essentially free-ride 

losing its pre-eminence to China in this sphere. The Chinese honeymoon 
in the Gulf has also been soured for the time-being by its pro-regime 
stance on Syria. 

Similarly, the Syrian impasse has chilled Gulf relations with Russia, 

Russian media outlets reported that the two countries were engaged 
in serious talks about possible arms sales in 2010. In August 2011, a 

cooperating in various areas, including in the provision of light arms, 

planned arms deal and European countries had withdrawn a number of 

actually materialised, not least since it took place at around the same time 
that the GCC states were stepping up their pressure on Syria’s President 

Syrian regime. The Saudi Arabian chambers of commerce subsequently 
cancelled meetings with a Russian business delegation due earlier this 
year, while Bahrain’s defence chief has said the country could acquire 
arms from a number of other countries. These have included Turkey, 
which provided Bahraini riot police with armoured vehicles routinely 
used in the suppression of protests.

The GCC’s discussion of expanding membership to include Jordan 
and Morocco is unlikely to materialise but will lead to greater coopera-
tion. Part of the motivation is for the Arab monarchies to band together. 
Another motivation for the GCC seeking greater cooperation with Jordan 
in particular is that Jordan has a large, well-trained army. 

EVOLVING RESPONSES TO THE SHOCK  
OF THE ARAB UPRISINGS

The regional policies of both sets of countries across the West-GCC divide 
have been changing over time, but have been brought up short by the 
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Arab Spring for the simple reason that there was no strategy to deal with 
these unexpected changes. Now, as the complexities of change (at dif-

across the region, the extent of the long-term effects of the watershed 
year of 2011 remains unclear.

When Tunisia’s uprising started, there was little difference between 
the responses from the Gulf and Western governments alike. Famously, 
the then French foreign minister suggested France should send security 
forces to assist President Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali in putting down the 

France may have been mindful of the prospect for protests from within 
its large Tunisian diaspora, Saudi Arabia arguably helped to facilitate 

in both the West and the Gulf also downplayed the risk of a domino effect.
-

between the bulk of the GCC states and Western governments. Saudi 

have emphasised their role in persuading the army to back a transition, 

-

Abdullah bin Abdel-Aziz al Saud, was reported to have phoned President 
Obama to object to his approach. 

partly because of divergent perceptions over the extent to which the 

options but to accept what was a fundamentally locally driven transition, 

rule to end.
In the post-Mubarak transition period, governments in the Gulf and 

the West have continued to share a common interest in containing the 
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impact of Egypt’s domestic revolution on the country’s foreign policy. 

in the region to the perceived pro-Iranian ‘resistance axis’; and that Egypt 
maintains a broadly liberal economic policy rather than nationalising 
key industries or throwing out foreign investment. Since none of these 

other Western countries have enjoyed something of a honeymoon with 

that there are even local conspiracy theories suggesting that Washington 
plotted the revolution in order to install the Muslim Brotherhood. For 
Western democracies, promoting democracy overseas has rarely if ever 
been a top policy priority, but if more fundamental security and eco-
nomic interests are not seen as being threatened, Western democracies 
tend to exhibit a preference for allies that are elected, seeing them as 
more legitimate and stable.

By contrast, for most of the Gulf countries, the Muslim Brotherhood 
has been harder to accept, for the simple reason that the GCC states fear 
the rise of the Muslim Brotherhood within their own countries (apart 

-
astic support for Brotherhood-associated groups, and Bahrain, where the 
government has traditionally seen the Brotherhood as a counterweight 

chief and the last prime minister appointed by Mubarak, to have won the 
2012 presidential elections, instead of Mohammed Morsi of the Muslim 

are developing ties with Muslim Brotherhood-inspired governments as 
naive at best, while some within the Gulf governments harbour anxieties 
that the West will eventually switch sides in the Gulf as well.

Further differences came when the protests started in Bahrain in 

not. With the support of the other GCC states, the Bahraini authorities 
were able to forcibly put down their uprising and still maintain strong 
ties with Western governments, even if their reputation among business, 
media and civil society has been greatly damaged. 
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This episode deserves particular examination as it is a test case of 
Western responses to unrest and repression within the Gulf itself. 
Initially, condemnation of the shooting of protestors, which the Bahraini 
government said was a mistake, led to backing for the crown prince to 

made clear by the mission of Jeffrey Feltman, who sought to broker an 
agreement on a transitional government of national unity. Negotiations 
were reportedly given a six week period to succeed, but four weeks in, 
they broke down and GCC troops, mainly from Saudi Arabia, entered 

-
ties moved to put down the uprising. 

According to the royally commissioned Bahrain Independent 
Commission of Inquiry, talks broke down because the opposition party 
al-Wifaq said it would not participate in a dialogue with the crown prince 
unless he could guarantee that a new constitution would be written (on 

While talks were failing, more rejectionist opposition groups were 
turning up the temperature on the streets. Amid calls for abolishing 
the monarchy altogether, roadblocks were erected around the Bahrain 

protestors, resulting in several deaths, mostly on the side of the pro-
testers but also including policemen and expatriates.

The Bahraini authorities, for the most part, blamed Iran, and called 
for foreign protection against a supposed external threat, while Western 

of any solid evidence of Iranian involvement beyond moral support for 
-

damentally driven by domestic grievances that were within the hands of 
the Bahraini authorities to resolve. There are, however, shades of grey. 
There are those within the Bahraini regime who have always seen the 
protests as fundamentally driven by domestic grievances. But their hand 

-
cially after the entry of GCC forces. This decisively shifted the balance 

the prime minister, in power since 1971, whose personal position would 
undoubtedly have been threatened if an agreement between the protes-
tors had been reached, and a younger generation of security-minded con-
servatives headed by two brothers, the head of the army and the head of 
the royal court, had ascended to power. Where Western countries (and 
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-

them as ill-informed.
There is some ambiguity over whether the West supported the entry 

Secretary Robert Gates was in Bahrain just before the move took place. 

the decision as a fait accompli; it did not oppose it, but it is not clear it would 

security pact. A Saudi political analyst, Nawaf Obaid, later wrote that the 
6 

-

government signed a new defence cooperation agreement with Bahrain. 

Europe should consider sanctions against some regime members. Yet 
Western states were not even able to achieve unity on a Swiss-sponsored 
resolution condemning human rights abuses in Bahrain, which 27 coun-

The most surprising aspect of the Bahraini crisis for many in the 
West was the unforeseen activism of its Gulf neighbours, above all Saudi 
Arabia. GCC states have gained in regional assertiveness over the past 
two years, most notably in brokering the arranged departure of President 
Ali Abdullah Saleh from protest-ridden Yemen in 2011, and in hosting the 
more recent negotiations for the creation, and subsequent recognition, 
of the National Coalition for Syrian Revolutionary and Opposition Forces 
in Doha in November 2012. Meanwhile, Western countries have worked 

6  Washington Post, 15 May 
2011, http://articles.washingtonpost.com/2011-05-15/opinions/35263284_1_saudi-a-
rabia-saudi-government-saudi-leaders. 
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closely with the GCC on Yemen and Libya, and have continued this coop-
eration to date over Syria. 

Abdulatif al-Zayani, brokered a deal that saw President Saleh step down as 
part of an international effort to support a controlled transition, in the face 
of fears that the country could return to civil war. Yemen’s transition has 

of cooperation between Western countries and the GCC acting as a bloc, 
yet Yemeni democracy activists see both the West and the GCC as trying 
to contain pressures for a deeper regime change that might go beyond 
the removal of Saleh himself to address deep-seated issues of authoritari-
anism, profound state corruption, and calls for a less centralised state. The 
delivery of aid pledged by the ‘Friends of Yemen’ group, which includes both 
Western and Gulf countries, has also been slow and incomplete, especially 

suffered by nearly half of Yemen’s thirty million people. 

towards Yemen. Both Washington and Riyadh place a particular priority 

-

he took power and which overtook the number seen in Pakistan for the 
-

ber-stamped by a popular ‘election’ with only one name on the ballot paper.
In the case of Libya, there was initially a strong international con-

prevent what appeared likely to be imminent massacres of Libyan oppo-

from Syria and Algeria in particular; Arab League backing was crucial in 
persuading Russia and China not to adopt their usual stance of vetoing 
foreign military intervention, although they secured an explicit prohibi-
tion of the deployment of ground troops (both Russia and China regretted 
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adopting an attitude of ‘leading from behind’, partly because of intense 
-

tion in the Middle East at a time of economic austerity. There was some 

GCC’s support for the operation in Libya helped compensate for the 
differences over Bahrain. The temporary loss of Libyan oil output also 
highlighted Saudi Arabia’s vital role in stabilising the international oil 
market, as it increased its own output to compensate.

In a different way to Bahrain, Syria has now become a test case for 

outcome might be for Syria and the broader region. In terms of opposi-
tion to the Assad presidency and the desire to see him and his dynastic 
regime toppled, there remains a unity of purpose between the West and 

over preferred outcomes for the future of Syria beyond the removal of 
the Assad regime, pending which, there have been occasional friction 

-
tionist role.

National Council into negotiations with a broader array of opposition 
forces. An agreement to this end was eventually brokered and concluded 

the initially discreet, but now more openly discussed, arming of indi-

West has countenanced in terms of lethal material support to the armed 
resistance. In northern Syria, above all, the fragmentation of the local 
armed resistance, and the increasing presence on the ground of well-
armed and foreign militias and jihadist groups have cast doubt over the 
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extent to which the Sunni Muslim states of the Gulf are happy to see the 
Syrians determine their own fate in the future.7

POST-2011 STRATEGIES: STILL A WORK IN PROGRESS

Increasing political diversity across the MENA region means that 
Western policy has become even less consistent and coherent than usual. 

the Mediterranean states of North Africa, there is considerable diversity 
among Western countries over the desirability of democracy if it means 
greater instability, of talking to Islamists, and over the desired depth of 
relations that the West should have with the Gulf. Moreover, divisions 
over these and related issues also exist among GCC states. There are also 
multiple factors determining Western policy towards the Gulf region. 
Close relations with GCC states may have less to do with a shared or coor-
dinated response to the Arab uprisings than with pre-existing economic 
relationships whose importance has only been emphasised by recent 
global economic trends.

Both Western and Gulf governments view economic factors as being 
among the key drivers of the unrest that has swept the Arab world since 
2011, but there is no consensus between them on the role of political 
grievances. The Gulf countries prefer to emphasise the role of economic 

public services. This approach is also evident in their domestic responses 
to the threat of unrest, which have tended to focus on increasing public 
spending and creating new state-sponsored jobs. Western governments, 

human rights abuses and police brutality in generating grievances. 
Western and Gulf governments are cooperating on a number of initia-

tives to deliver aid to the transition countries and to the reforming mon-

-
ence on tying the delivery of much-needed aid to Egypt to an as-yet-elu-

7  

Time Magazine, 18 September 2012, http://world.time.com/2012/09/18/
syrias-secular-and-islamist-rebels-who-are-the-saudis-and-the-qataris-arming/.
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some resentment in Egypt, where the IMF is not popular and is seen as 
having lavished praise on the economic policies of the former regime. 

needed funds available to help shore up the Egyptian budget and cur-
rency, along with higher levels of investment to regional allies, above all 

the transition countries, which can be seen both as a manifestation of 

unclear and is deeply contested. 
More broadly, both the GCC and Western countries are still in the 

process of framing and constructing their interests in responding to 
the Arab transitions, most notably in GCC attitudes towards the Muslim 
Brotherhood following the latter’s assumption of government responsi-

Brotherhood exercise across the region. There is as yet no consensus 
within the GCC over how to respond to the sudden prominence of the 

Muslim Brotherhood parties across the region, and while Bahrain has 
appointed a leader of its local Muslim Brotherhood party as its minister 
for human rights, the Emirates has recently imprisoned ninety-four citi-
zens suspected of belonging to a local version of the organisation.

GCC countries are concerned by the perceived Western acceptance 
of the Muslim Brotherhood as a democratic partner. It remains unclear, 
however, how far Western countries really have embraced the advent of 
democracy to the region. One interpretation might be that, for pragmatic 
reasons, Western governments are working with the Muslim Brotherhood 
and Islamist-inspired governments (such as the Ennahda-led coalition in 

-
cant gap between rhetoric and reality when it comes to democracy and 
human rights. 

succinctly summarised as the promotion of good governance, democ-
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at an increasing disadvantage in articulating a coherent strategy. The 

‘less for less’ in terms of the region’s progress towards democracy, but 
this has fallen victim to the vicissitudes of the political dynamics of the 
region, and lacks agreed criteria for measuring advances and setbacks to 
the democratisation process. For the Gulf in particular, the Arab Spring 
has increased the visibility of the contradictions for Western diplomacy 
of doing business in the ways it has been accustomed to prior to 2011. 
The broad welcome Western governments have accorded to democratic 
change in North Africa and Egypt sits uneasily with the increasing 

across the whole MENA region, including the Gulf. British Prime Minister 
David Cameron’s November 2012 visit to the Gulf region, for example, 
was preceded by public assurances that he would raise human rights 
concerns with his hosts in Saudi Arabia and the Emirates on a tour oth-
erwise dedicated to securing contracts for the sale of up to a hundred 
British-produced Typhoon jets. As a BBC journalist, Frank Gardner, 
accompanying the tour, put it: ‘Mr Cameron knows he must raise the 

pushes too hard then Britain risks losing major contracts to countries 
that ask no questions’.8 

The inherent tensions between humanitarian, democratic, commer-

rather than less acute in coming years, unless a new balance can be 
struck in the type of relationships the West forges with new and well-es-
tablished Gulf actors and allies. So far this has largely stopped short of 

openly championing the cause of greater public and political accounta-
bility across the Gulf. 

Ironically, while Gulf governments complain about activities of 
-

racy activists generally do not see the West as being on their side, and 
often portray Western powers and the Gulf as co-operating in an effort to 
contain the impact of Arab uprisings on the regional system (especially 

8  BBC News, 5 November 
2012, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-20202058.
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The GCC has long had ambivalent relations with its colonial tradition, 
and is still expressing a collective frustration with global imbalances of 

international affairs. The management of their accrued wealth and the 
attractions of investing in spheres previously dominated by the West, 
such as the arts, architecture, sports, design and modern forms of leisure 
and consumerism all symbolise the ambivalence of Gulf elites’ feelings 

Gulf states often depict them as pure colonial inventions or puppet states, 
but this is too simplistic. The real ambivalence for Gulf leaderships lies in 
attempting to marry their pro-Western political stances with their local 
self-presentation as authentic Islamic and Arab leaders, when, in reality, 
the latter is based on their much-vaunted oil wealth, and on achieve-
ments in developing state infrastructures. 

Western leaders are often too ready to assume that the Gulf’s monar-

the populations of GCC states are a minority in the Arab world (with an 
overall population of around forty-two million, including expatriates, 
compared to a total Arab world population of over three hundred mil-

in Asia. It is therefore primarily because of its concentration of wealth 

With its own authoritarian systems coming under increasing domestic 
and regional pressure, GCC states are also now pushing back against democ-

during the Iraq war. For instance, at a summit of GCC interior ministers in 
November 2012, the Bahraini interior minister, Sheikh Rashid bin Abdullah 

using the names of democracy, freedom and human rights to impose foreign 
concepts ‘that are different from what we believe or want to protect’.9 

9  Bahrain News Agency, 13 November 
2012, http://www.bna.bh/portal/en/news/533150. 
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Yet it is historically inaccurate to identify democracy entirely with the 
West10, and GCC states now have to contend with the emergence of new 
regional actors who want to experiment with political models that draw 
both on local traditions and on practices from elsewhere, appealing both 
to Islamic and Arab values and to ideas of democracy and human rights. 
European states were authoritarian for most of their history, while 

born son, were consolidated in the Gulf and in Jordan under European 
colonialism.11 There are many models of democracy, which Gulf leaders 
are quite right to emphasise, and it is likely that the relations between 
religion and state will be different in each case, as has also been the case 
in Europe.

WESTERN PERCEPTIONS OF THE GULF STATES

in the West about the ability of GCC states to buy off dissent and to rely 
on the assumed traditional legitimacy of monarchy. The widely received 
wisdom that the Arab Spring somehow bypassed the Gulf ignores the 
sustained political crisis in Bahrain in particular, but also fails to explain 

been more affected than is often acknowledged by its own youth bulge, 

inspired by uprisings elsewhere in the region. Change is nevertheless 
likely to materialise in different ways than through large street protests, 
which remain religiously and socially taboo, with the main exception of 
the Eastern Province, where protestors representing the distinct griev-
ances of the Shi’ite population have failed to make substantial links with 
broader national protest movements. 

10  Identity and Violence: 
The Illusion of Destiny, New York and London, W. W. Norton & Company.

11  

Political Science Quarterly
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factors as well, not least the relative minority of indigenous Arab citizens 
who consider themselves, and are treated as, elites in otherwise expa-
triate-dominated populations. There is also a need to look more closely 
at the extent to which the major public spending pledges of Gulf leaders 
have actually reached the people, such as the new housing commitments 
made in Saudi Arabia. For the Gulf’s Western allies to be sure that high 
levels of spending constitute a sustainable strategy to secure their own 
interests in the region, it should also be born in mind that the high inter-
national oil prices needed to sustain this approach will ultimately be 
underwritten by the oil importing countries.

Saudi Arabia, whose image in the West suffers from particularly negative 

priorities, Saudi Arabia was one of the top ten countries listed as ‘viewed 
unfavourably’ by the respondents; it was ranked as the 8th least favour-
ably perceived country (chosen by 16 percent of the 2,079 respondents, 

12

-
tion of any of the Gulf states in the chapter on the Middle East, focusing 
instead on perceptions that the Iraq war was not worthwhile and on the 

13 
The gap between Western governments’ rhetoric on norms of democ-

ambiguous positions of domestic public opinion in America and Europe. 
These populations want to think that their countries are broadly benev-
olent, but they also want jobs and security, and are unsure about the 

has focused greater Western attention on the risks of sectarian polar-

12  The Chatham House-
YouGov Survey 2012: Hard Choices Ahead -
thamhouse.org/publications/papers/view/184631. 

13  Foreign Policy in the New Millennium: Results of the 2012 
Chicago Council Survey of American Public Opinion and U.S. Foreign Policy, The Chicago 
Council On Global Affairs, October. 
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have seen an opportunity to ally with Sunni groups and states against 

increasing number of voices are warning against taking sides in what is 
sometimes portrayed as an escalating Sunni-Shi’ite confrontation in the 
region. In reality, the current spike in sectarian tensions is likely to have 

Cold War than with the longstanding religious differences between 
Sunni and Shi’ite Muslims.14

CONCLUSION

The setbacks to protest movements across the MENA region have so far 
indicated the residual ability of authoritarian states to resist demands 
for greater political inclusion and political reform. Even in the Gulf 
region, where political opposition has differed in both focus and inten-
sity across the member states of the GCC, the quiescence of the region’s 
populations cannot be taken for granted over the longer term. This is 
especially true in states, above all Saudi Arabia, where a combination of 
economic pressures and succession issues are likely to come to the fore 
in coming years.15

This prospect poses a dilemma for the West, insofar as the GCC has long 
been seen as a pole of stability in the wider MENA region, where security 
cooperation, particularly over the long-standing Iranian nuclear issue, 
and more recently over Syria, has primed the structuring of bilateral and 

as well as commercially important export markets for Western services 
and manufactures, above all arms. The impact of these priorities, along 

14  

The Times, 12 December, 2012 http://www.shafaqna.com/english/component/
k2/item/10119-who-should-we-back-in-this-sunni-shia-war?.html; or James Jeffrey, 

Washington Post, 7 September 2012, 
http://articles.washingtonpost.com/2012-09-07/opinions/35497070_1_sunni-shii-
te-shiite-sunni-shiite-groups. 

15  Burning Oil to Keep Cool: the Hidden Energy 
Crisis in Saudi Arabia, cit.
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with the critical role played by Saudi Arabia amongst the Gulf states of 

supplying oil, but in stabilising oil prices in times of crisis, means that 
that the West has traditionally run shy of openly criticising the central-
ised and authoritarian nature of Gulf regimes.

This may go on, however, to pose a further set of challenges to the 

with Gulf leaders a similar set of objectives concerning regional security 
and stability, the greater involvement of Gulf actors in the application of 
their own strategies and priorities across the MENA region may, in prac-
tice, highlight increasing divergences in the real national and regional 
interests of states on both sides of the West-GCC divide. This will be par-
ticularly so if democracy is eventually consolidated in Arab transition 
countries, a scenario that would be likely to add to the demands for polit-
ical change in the Gulf itself.

Thanks to strong intergovernmental contacts, trading interests and 
the personalised relationships that have characterised Gulf-West alli-
ances, shared priorities have survived a number of setbacks and dis-

intervention in Iraq in 2003; and the absence of Saudi Arabia and Oman 
from NATO’s initiative for cooperation with the Gulf countries. So far, the 

-
ings. In the longer term, however, questions remain over whether the 

global and regional changes outlined above. 


