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The Center for Democracy and Human Rights in Saudi Arabia 

U.S.-Saudi Dilemma: A Challenge for the Next Administration 
2212 Rayburn House Office Building, 18 June 2008, 12:00 PM 

 
The Center for Democracy and Human Rights in Saudi Arabia (CDHR) held two panel 
discussions regarding the political and human rights situation in Saudi Arabia and how U.S. 
policy can address these concerns.  The first panel included, Paul Marshall of the Hudson 
Institute, Ahmed Mansour, President of the Ahl-Al-Quran Center, Wafa Sultan, a prominent 
human rights activist, and Tawfik Hamid, a religious reformer and author.  The panel was 
moderated by Dwight Bashir  of the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom.   
 
The second panel featured Joshua Muravchik of the American Enterprise Institute, Alex 
Petersen of the Henry Jackson Society, and Rachel Ehrenfeld, Director of the American Center 
for Democracy.  The panel was moderated by Ali Alyami, Founder and Director of CDHR.  
There were also brief remarks by Representatives Zach Wamp (R-TN), Sue Myr ick (R-NC), 
and Dan Burton (R-IN). 
 
Marshall explained that a tactic of the Saudi regime is to level charges of apostasy and 
blasphemy in order to marginalize internal opposition.  Political challenges are seen as 
challenges to religion as politics and religion are one in the same in Saudi Arabia.  Marshall 
stated that any reform in Saudi Arabia must address the religious question, as religion is 
essential to political reform, womenÕs r ights, and education since it is used to buttress the 
status quo on these issues. 
 
Mansour suggested that the Universal Declaration on Human Rights be the source of all law as 
democracy had penetrated all parts of the third world, except the Middle East.  Mansour 
criticized the Saudi policy of spreading Wahabi Islam, and suggested that the international 
community counter extremism by waging a war of ideas.  Through cultural exchanges and 
dialogue as well as educational assistance, Saudi influence can be diminished in areas 
where extremism thr ives. 
 
Sultan claimed that the Saudi government crackdown on religious freedom is meant to sustain 
the dominance of Wahabism and perpetuate their rule. Sultan asserted that this prevented the 
emergence of a more moderate and tolerant Islam from developing in the Kingdom and in the 
region.  She also cr iticized the WestÕs neglect of womenÕs r ights in Saudi Arabia and 
advocated a policy in which the international community would more forcefully condemn 
this oppression. 
 
Hamid suggested that one of the most important avenues for change in the Kingdom was 
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through a reform of the education system, which he believed promoted violent extremism.  
Democratic reform, according to Hamid, must be done in a gradual and progressive 
fashion in Saudi Arabia or there is a r isk of violent instability.  In order to further these 
reforms, he advised that the U.S. empower enlightened elements in the royal family and establish 
a clear plan of action. 
 
Muravchik bluntly criticized U.S. policy towards Saudi Arabia stating that the U.S. has done a 
horrendous job of confronting the Saudis on human rights and has poorly balanced security 
concerns with human rights issues.   He advocated greater U.S. pressure on religious freedom, 
rule of law, and transparency.  Furthermore, Muravchik encouraged U.S. engagement with Saudi 
Arabia and to adopt a more nuanced policy that would allow the U.S. to work with diverse 
currents in society.  In response to a question about how the U.S. could leverage Saudi Arabia on 
human rights, he said that U.S. programs in the country should attempt to engage more 
liberal minded Saudis. 
 
Petersen expressed concern about the use of Saudi money to fund extremist mosques and 
schools in Europe.  The funds could be used to radicalize poorly integrated Muslims in Europe 
and possibly create security problems.  To combat growing extremism, civil society 
organizations and womenÕs groups should take the lead in trying to create a more tolerant 
discourse.  Without countering these ideas, Saudi-influenced Muslims in Europe could be a 
tinderbox of instability. 
 
Ehrenfeld cr iticized the international communityÕs willingness to turn a blind eye to Saudi 
ArabiaÕs terr ible human r ights record.  International dependence on oil has allowed them to 
insulate themselves from change.  She concluded that the infusion of petroleum dollars gave the 
Saudis the financial clout to deflect any sort of pressure to change.  Unless this was changed, the 
Saudis would never bend to external pressure on political and religious freedoms. 
 
 


