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Foreword

This volume is one in a continuing series of books prepared by
the Federal Research Division of the Library of Congress under
the Country Studies/Area Handbook Program sponsored by the
Department of the Army. The last page of this bonk lists the other
published studies.

Most books in the series deal with a particular foreign country,
describing and analyzing its political, economic, social, and national
security systems and institutions, and examining the interrelation-
ships of thosc systems and the ways they are shaped by culwral
factors. Each study is written by a multidisciplinary team ot social
scientists. The authors seek to provide a basic understanding of
the observed society, striving for a dynamic rather than a static
portrayal. Particular attention is devoted to the people who make
up the society, their origins, dominant beliefs and values, their com-
mon interests and the issues cn which they are divided, the nature
and extent of their involvement with national institutions, and their
attitudes toward each other and toward their social system and
political order.

The books represent the analysis of the authors and should not
be construed as an expression of an official United States govern-
ment position, policy, or decision. The authors have sought to
adhere to accepted standards of scholarly objectivity. Corrections,
additions, and suggestions for changes from readers will be wel-
coined for use in future editions.

Louis R. Mortimer

Chief

Federal Research Division
Library of Congress
Washington, D.C. 20540
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Preface

This edition of Saudi Arabia: A Country Study replaces the previ-
ous edition published in 1984. Like its predecessor, the present book
attempts to treat in a compact and objective marner the dominant
historic.l, social, economic, political, and national security aspects
of contemporary Saudi Arabia. Sources of information includced
scholarly books, journals, and monographs; official reports and
documents of governments and international organizations; and
foreign and domestic newspapers and periodicals. Relatively up-
to-date economic data were available from several sources, but the
sources were not always in agreement. Most demographic data
should be viewed as estimates.

Chapter bibliographies appear at the end of the book; brief com-
ments on some of the more valuable sources for further reading
appear at the conclusion of each chapter. Measurements are given
in the metric system; a conversion table is provided to assist those
who are unfamiliar with the metric system (see table 1, Appen-
dix). The Glossary provides brief definitions of terms that may be
unfamiliar to the general reader.

The transliteration of Arabic words and phrases posed a partic-
ular problem. For many of the words—such as Muhammad, Mus-
lim, Quran, and shaykh—the authors followed a modified version
of the system adopted by the United States Board or Geographic
Names and the Permasient Committee on Geographic Names for
British Official Use, known as the BGN/PCGN system; the modifi-
cation entails the omission of all diacritical markings and hyphens.

In numerous instances, however, the names of persons or places
are so well known by another spelling that to have used the
BGN/PCGN system may have created confusion. For example,
the reader will find Mecca rather than Makkah and Medina rather
than Al Madinah. In addition, although the government of Saundi
Arabia officially rejects the use of the term Persian Gulf and refers
to that body of water as the Arabi..n Gulf, the authors followed
the practice of the United States Board on Geographic Names by
using Persian Gulf or gulf.

Saudi Arabia uses the lunar Islamic calendar, in which the first
year was that of the Prophet’s migration to Medina in A.D. 622.
The year has 354 days in twelve lunar months, a month being the
time between two new moons, approximately twenty-nine and one-
half days. Months alternately consist of twenty-nine ard thirty days;
to adjust for a slight overlap, an additional day i; added eleven
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times during ncrmal ycars. Months thus have no fixed relation to
the seascne but make a compiete circuit every thirty-three Gregorian
years; Gregorian years are used in this book.
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Country Profile

Country

Formal Name: Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.
Short Form: Saudi Arabia.

Term for Nationals: Saudi(s) or Saudi Arabian(s); adjectival
forms—Saudi or Saudi Arabian.

Capital: Riyadh.

NOTE—The Country Profile contains updated information as available.
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Geography
Size: Estimates vary between 2,149,690 and 2,240,000 square

kilometers.

Boundaries: Most land boundaries not demarcated, some not de-
fined; twelve nautical miles territorial limit.

Topography: No rivers or permanent bodies of water. Highest
peak 3,133 meters.

Climate: Hot desert climate cxcept for Asir Province; coastal cit-
ies subject to high humidity.

Society

Population: Figures vary; 1992 Saudi census, published Decem-
ber 1992, gave total pcpulation of 16.9 million, of whom 12.3 mil-
lion Saudi nationals, 4.6 million resident foreigners. Annual rate
of growth in 1992 was 3.3 percent.

Ethnic Groups and Languages: All Saudis are Arab Muslims,
as are over half the foreigners. In 1990 foreign work force included

large numbers of Egyptians, Yemenis, Jordanians, Bahrainis,. ..

Pakistanis, Indians, and Filipinos, in that order. Arabic language
of all Saudis.

Religion: Strict Wahhabi interpretation of Sunni Islam, the offi-
cial faith of about 95 percent of Saudis. Remainder are Shia, most
of whom reside in vicinity of Al Ahsa and Al Qatif in Eastern
Province. Public worship by non-Muslims prohibited.

Education and Literacy: Education system experienced massive
growth in 197Cs and 1980s. Attendance not compulsory. Females
accounted for close to 44 percent of public school student total of
2.6 million in 1989. About 130,000 students in 1989 enrolled in
nonvocational institutions of higher learning, 9,000 in vocational
institutions; about 4,000 enrolled abroad. Literacy estimated at 62
percent of those over age fifteen in 1990, 73 percent for males and
48 percent for females.

H-=alth: Infant mortality declining, twenty-one per 1,000 births
in Ministry of Health hospitals in 1990. Immunization of infants
and young children compulsory. Health care facilities underwent
huge expansion in 1970s and 1980s. Official policy to provide com-
prehensive medical care free or at nominal fee. Introduction of epi-
demic control system in 1986 eliminated cholera, plague, and yellow
fever. Incidence of malaria and bilharzia reduced to 1.6 and 1.9
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percent respectively of total 1988 population. Despite trachoma
campaigns, disease remained a major cause of blindness.

Economy

Budget: Latest available budget is for FY 1993 (December 31, 1992,
to December 30, 1993). Revenues: SR169 billion (US$45.2 bil-
lion); expenditures: SR197 billion (US$52.6 billion); b. -'get deficit:
SR28 billion (US$7.5 billion). Persistent budget deficits since early
1980s; estimated government domestic debt at end 1992 was SR213
billion (US$57.0 billion,.

Gross Domestic Product (real GDP-1990 prices): US$100.5 bil-
lion; US$10,338 per capita in 1992, up from US$9,933 per capita
in 1990. Rapid rise in oil production and earnings combined with
post-Persian Gulf War private sector financed mini-boom caused
GDP to rise 12.9 percent in 1991,

Oil Industry: Largest crude oil producer in the world (8.4 mil-
lion barrels per day in 1992) and largest crude oil exporter (7.0
million barrels per day in 1992). World'’s largest crude oil reserves
(261 billion barrels at end 1990, about 25.8 percent of the world’s
reserves) and reserves to current production ratio of 83.6 years.
Rapidly increased nroduction and exports following United Na-
tions emba-go on Iraq and Kuwait in August 1990. Began major
production-capacity expansion plan in 1989 with intent to raise sus-
tainable crude oil output capacity to between 10.5 million and 11
million barrels per day by 1995. Also initiated refinery upgrading
program in 1991.

Industry: Including manufacturing, utilities, and construction,
industrial sector accounted for 21 percent of GDP in 1990.
Government-funded industrial capacity grew sharply in 1980s.
Major nonoil refining industries concentrated in petrochemical and
chemicals sector. In early 1990s, private sector developing domes-
tic light manufacturing. Petrochemical production capacity slated
to increase 40 percent by 1995 compared with 1990.

Agriculture: After decade of massive government incentives,
agricultural sector accounted for about 10 percent of GDP in 1990,
up from under 1 percent of GDP in 1982. Rapid growth in output
led to some food self-sufficiency (particularly food grains) but caused
depletion of scarce underground water resources.

Inflation: Early 1990s inflation estimates 3.5 percent per annum.

Fiscal Year (FY): December 31 to following December 30, as of
1986.
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Exports: Total exports rose from US$27.7 billion in 1989 to
US$44.4 billion in 1990 and increased to US$51.7 billion in 1991,
Higher crudc oil exports main reason for increase, but since
mid-1980s expcrts of chemicals and other manufactured goods have
grown to just under US$2 billion per annum.

Imports: Total imports rose rapidly in early 1990s spurred by
domestic investinent boom. Despite increase of imports to US$24.1
billion in 1990 (from US$21.1 billion in 1989) and further increases
to US$34.6 billion in 1991, import level sharply down from early
1980s oil-boom period. Major imports consurmer goods, industrial
inputs, and transport items. Military imports, estimated at US$10
billion in FY 1990 and 1991, not included in these figures.

Transportation and Communications

Roads: About 100,000 kilometers, of which in 1991 over 35,000
kilometers paved and 65,000 kilometers improved earth. Trans-

Arabian Highway, a multilane expressway, crossed peninsula from
Ad Dammam to Jiddah via Riyadh and Mecca.

Railroads: 571 kilometers standard gauge (1.435 meters) tfrom
Riyadh to port at Ad Dammam; also shorter rail line linking Riyadh
and Al Hufuf.

Ports: Jiddah, principal port, handled 60 percent of cargo. Ad
Dammam, second largest port, and Ras Tanura handled most of
the kingdom'’s petroleum exports. Al Jubayl, Yanbu al Bahr, and
Jizan smaller ports.

Airports: Three international airports in Jiddah, Riyadh, and
Dhahran.

Telecommunications: Good modern system with radio-relay, co-
axial cable, and satellite facilities; network expanding. 1.6 million
telephones in 1991; more than forty AM radio, and more than 100
television stations; five International Telecommunications Satel-
lite Corporation (Intelsat) and two Arab Satellite Communications
Organization (Arabsat) ground stations.

Government and Politics

Government: Absolute monarchy that based legitimacy on strict
interpretation of Islamic law. King head of state and head of govern-
ment; no written constitution or elected legislature. Crown prince
deputy prime minister; other roya! family members headed im-
portant ministries and agencies. Political system highly centralized;
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judiciary and local officials appointed by king through Ministry
of Justice and Ministry of Interior.

Politics: Poiitical parties, labor unions, and professional associa-
tions banned. Informal political activity centered around estimated
4,000 princes of Al Faisal branch of Al Saud ruling family. On im-
portant policy matters, king sought consensus among senioy princes
of major Al Saud clans. King also consulted senior ulama (religious
scholars) of Al ash Shaykh family and leaders of main triba: fam-
ilies. Western-educated professional and technocratic elite had re-
stricted influence through alliances with various Saudi princes.

Foreign Relations: Founding member of United Nations (UN),
League of Arab States, Organization of the Islamic Conference,
and Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). Participated in UN special-
ized agencies. World Bank, Nonaligned Movement, Organization
of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, and Organization of Arab
Petroleum Exporting Countries. Security, Arab nationalism, and
Islam main foreign policy concerns. Objective to prevent radical
Arab nationalist or radical Islamic movements from threatening
stability of Arabian Peninsula. Most active Arab participant in war
against Iraq, 1991. Historically had close ties with United States,
despite differences over Israel. Closest regional allies fellow mem-
bers of GCC and Egypt.

National Security

Armed Forces: Consisted of army, navy, air force, and air defense
force, plus Saudi Arabian National Guard, although latter primarily
for internal security. Estimated strengths in 1992: army—73,000;
navy—11,000, including 1,500 marines; air force—18,000; air
defense force—4,000; national guard—55,000 active, 20,000 tribal
levies. Four regular armed forces recruited volunteers; national
guard used system of tribal levies.

Military Units: Army in 1992 included eight brigades—two ar-
mored, five mechanized, one airborne. Field artillery battalions
and antiaircraft batteries (gun and missile) provided fire support.
Navy deployed vessels in Persian Guif and Red Sea, primarily from
major bases at Al Jubayl and Jiddah. Air force had six fighter/
ground-attack, five air defense, one reconnaissance, one early warn-
ing, three transport, and two helicopter squadrons. Air defense force
bzd surface-to-air missile batteries.

Equipment: Most armor and other weaponry in army and na-
tional guard of United States manufacture. Naval vessels primarily

xvii
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from United States, France, and Germany. Navy had four French-
manufactured frigates and four United States-maiiufactured cor-
vettes, and attack craft (missile- and torpedo-armed). Combat air-
craft mostly United States F-15s and F-5s, plus British Tornadoes.

Foreign Miiitary Relations: Member of GCC. Special military
relationship with United States since late 1940s. Many foreign cor-
porations, particularly British, French, and United States, had con-
tracts for supply of hardware, construct'sn of military facilities,
maintenance of equipment, and training of personnel.

Police: Police and security forces controlled by central government
through Ministry of Interior. Saudi Arabian National Guard most
prominent internal security force, subordinated directly to king.
Coast Guard, Investigation, Special Security Force, and Public
Security directorates operated under Miaistry of Interior. Public
Security Police, nationwide police force, and Frontier Force also
under Ministry of Interior.

Paramilitary Forces: Saudi Arabian National Guard, Coast
Guard, Frontier Force, and Special Security Force considered
paramilitary.
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Introduction

SAUDI ARABIA OBSERVED in 1992 the sixtieth anniversary
of its existence as a state and the tenth anniversary of King ¥ahd
ibn Abd al Aziz Al Saud’s accession to the throne. Rather than
adopting the title of king, Fahd was styled in Arabic Khadim al
Haramayn, or ‘‘custodian of the two holy mosques,’’ thereby stress-
ing the Islamic aspect of his governance. In this regard, he echoed
the partnership between the religious and political elements of so-
ciety established in 1744 by Muhammad ibn Saud, the amir (see
Glossary) in Ad Diriyah near Riyadh, and Muhammad ibn Abd
al Wakhab, the shaykh who had come (o the area to promote the
doctrine of the oneness of God in true Islam. As a result of this
cooperation and based on the strict Hanbali interpretation of Is-
lamic law, political rule was the province of the House of Saud
(Al Saud), whose leader was also given the title of imam, and reli-
gious authority was in the hands of the Al ash Shaykh (the family
of the shaykh:, Muhammad ibn Abd al Wahhab). This arrangement,
however, did not give unchecked political power to the ruler be-
cause in accordance with the precepts of Abd al Wahhab, based
on the political theory of Taqi ad Din ibn Taimiya, secular authority
must conform to divine law and produce civil order in order to
be legitimate.

Historically, the collaboratious of the Al Saud and the Al ash
Shaykh resulted in Al Saud dominion in Najd, the central region

of the Arabian Peninsula, for more than two centuries, except for -

the brief period from 1891 to 1902 when the Al Rashid exiled the
Al Saud to Kuwait. Because it has never been subjected to foreign
rule and the consequent dissolution of its homogeneity, Najd has
exerted an unusually strong influence on the jurisdiction of the Al
Saud. In addition, because the region lacked large cities and the
strong leadership they could provide, an interdependent relation-
ship developed among Najdi towns, which paid tribute, and tribes,
which provided protection. Traditionally, Najdi political power lay
with the tribal shaykhs, who, when they became amirs, or gover-
nors of a wider area, endeavored to dissociate themselves from cheir
tribal roles because they were ruling a morc diverse population.

The prominence of the Al Saud is reflected in the name Saudi
Arabia; the country is the only one to be named for the ruling fam-
ily. The present kingdom of Saudi Arabia derives its existence from
the campaigns of its founder, Abd al Aziz ibn Abd ar Rahman
Al Saud, who initially captured Riyadh with his beduin followers
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in 1902, Thereafter, with the aid of the Ikhwan, or brotherhood,
a fervent group of Wahhabi beduin warriors, Le retook the rest
of Najd, defeating the Al Rashid forces at Hail in the north in 1921,
and in 1924 conquering the Hijaz, including Mecca and Medina.
Chosen as king of the Hijaz and Najd in 1927, Abd al Aziz was
obliged to defeat the Ikhwan militarily in 1929 because in their zeal
the Ikhwan had encroached on the borders of neighboring states,
thereby arousing the concern of Britain, in particular. In 1932 Abd
al Aziz prociaimed the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, which covered
an area approximating the territery of the present state. The dis-
covery of oil in 1938 ultimately transformed the kingdom and the
lives of its inhabitants. During his reien, however, Abd al Aziz
sought to obtain ‘‘the iron of the West without its ideas,’’ as the
king phrased it; he sought to make use of Western technology but
at the same time to maintain the traditional institutions associated
with Islamic and Arab life.

Upon Abd al Aziz’s death in 1953, his son Saud ibn Abd al Aziz
Al Saud succeeded to the throne. Saud proved to be an ineffective
ruler and a spendthrift, whose luxurious life-style, together with
that of the advisers with whom he surrounded himself, rapidiy led
to the depletion of the kingdom's treasury. As a result, the Al Saud
obliged Saud in 1958, and again in 1962, to give his brother, Crown
Prince Faisal ibn Abd al Aziz Al Saud, executive power to con-
duct foreign and domestic affairs. In 1964 the royal family, with
the consent of the ulama, or religious leaders, deposed Saud and
made Faisal king, appointing Khalid ibn Abd al Aziz Al Saud,
another brother, as crown prince.

Faisal, a devout Muslim, sought to modernize the kingdom, es-
pecially in regard to economic development, education, and defense,
while simultaneously playing a key role in foreign policy. For in-
stance, during the October 1973 War between Israel and the Arab
states of Syria, Jordan, and Egynt, Faisal helped to initiate an oil
embargo against those countries that suppored Israel; the embargo
led to the tripling of oil prices. He supported the education of girls
and the opening of government television stations to promote edu-
cation. Tragically, Faisal was assassinated in 1975 by a deranged
nephew.

Crown Prince Khalid ibn Abd al Aziz became kir.g (and de facto
prime minister) immediately; his brother, Fahd ibn Abd al Aziz
Al Saud, served as deputy prime minister and another brother,
Abd Allah ibn Abd al Aziz Al Saud, as second deputy prime
minister. Khalid dealt primarily with domestic affairs, stressing
agricultural development. He also visited all the gulf states, and
took a keen interest in settling Saudi Arabia’s outstanding houndary
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disputes, including that of the Al Buraymi Oasis with the United
Arab Emirates (UAE) in 1975. (The area near Al Buraymi dis-
puted with Oman had been resolved in 1971.) Fahd became the
principal spokesman on foreign affairs and oil policy. Khalid’s reign
was an eventful one; it saw the attempt by strict Islamists (also
known as fundamentalists), who criticized the corrupting influence
of Western culture on the royal family, to take over the Grand
Mosque in Mecca in 1979, riots by Eastern Province Shia (see Glos-
sary) also in 1979 and 1980, and the formation of the Gulf Cooper-
ation Council (GCC) in 1981.

Upon Khalid’s death in 1982, Fahd assumed the throne, with
Abd Allah becoming crown prince. Fahd soon faced the impact
on the kingdom of the fall in oil revenues, which ended in the 1986
oil price crash. Recognizing the need for a more united Arab front,
particularly in view of ihe deteriorating economic situation, he
reestablished diplomatic relations with Egypt in 1987; relations had
been broken in 1978 as a result of Anwar as Sadat’s signing of the
Camp David Accords, creating a separate pcace between Egypt
and Israel. Fahd also played a mediating role in the Lebanese civil
war in 1989, bringing most of the members of the Lebanese Na-
tional Assembly to At Taif to settle their differences.

To understand the forces that have shaped Saudi Arabia in the
early 1990s, one must consider the roles of geographic factors, tribal
allegiance and beduin life, Isiam, the Al Saud, and the discovery
of oil. Tribal affiliation has been the focus of identity in the Arabian
Peninsula, approximately 80 percent of which is occupied by Saudi
Arabia. Well into the present century, several great deserts, in-
cluding the Rub al Khali, one of the largest in the world, cut tribal
groups off from one ancther and isolated Najd, particularly, from
other areas of the country. As a result, a high degree of cultural
homogeneity developed among the inhabitants; the majority fol-
low Sunni Wahhabi Islam and a patriarchal family system. Only
about 5 percent of the Saudi population adheres to the Shia sect.
The Shia, in general, represent the lowest socioeconomic group
in the country, and their grievances over their status have led to
protest demonstrations in the 1970s, and again in 1976-80, that
have resulted in government actions designed to better their lot.

Saudi tribal allegiance and the beduin heritage have been
weakened, however, since the mid-twentieth century by the in-
creased role of a centralized state, by the growth of urbanization,
and by the industrialization that has accompanied the finding of
oil. At the same time, the impact of Islam on different elements
of the population has varied. Many of the educated younger tech-
nocrats have felt a need to adapt Islamic institutions to fit the

xxiil

P

C e et e ————— e




demands of modern technology. Other young people, more con-
servatively inclined, as well as a number of their elders and those
with a more traditional beduin life-style, have deplored the alien-
ation from Muslim values and the corruption that they believe
Western ways and the presence, according to 1992 census figures,
of some 4.6 million foreigners (in contrast to an indigenous popu-
lation of 12.3 million) have brought into the kingdom. Their ac-
tivist Islamism was reflected in the 1979 attempt by extremists to
take over the Grand Mosque in Mecca and by other aspects of the
Islamic revival, such as the prominent wearing of the Agab, or long
black cloak and veil by women, and the more active role of the
Committees for the Propagation of Virtue and Prevention of Vice
(mutawwt.n) in enforcing standards of public morality. The govern-
ment found itse!f caught between these two trends. On the one hand,
it feared the extremism of some of the traditionalists, which could
well undermine the economic, education, and social development
programs that the government had been implementing and which
aiso constituted a threat to internal security. On the other hand,
as guardian of the holy places of Islam, the sites of the annual pil-
grimage for Muslims the world over, the government needed to
legitimate itself as an ‘‘Islamic government.’’

The government therefore has sought to achieve political and
social compromises. Repeated announcements have been made
regarding the royal family’s intention to create a consultative coun-
cil, first proposed by King Faisal in 1962, as a means of giving
a greater voice to the people. On August 20, 1993, Fahd announced
the appointment of sixty men to the Consultative Council. Mem-
bers of the council were primarily religious and tribal leaders;
government officials, businessmen, and retired military and police
officers were also included. An additional small step was King
Fahd’s decree of March 1992 establishing a main, or basic, code
of laws that regularizes succession to the throne (the king chooses
the heir apparent from among the sons and grandsons of Abd al
Aziz) and sets forth various administrative procedures concerning
the state. Fahd also issued a decree concerning the provinces, or
regions, of the kingdom. Each region is to have an amir, a deputy,
and a consultative council composed of at least ten persons ap-
pointed by the amir for a four-year term. The code does not,
however, protect individual rights in the Western sense, as many
professionals and technocrats had desired. Rather, it says that ‘‘the
state protects human rights in accordance with the Islamic sharia.”

The Saudi concept of iegitimacy is akin to the beduin concept
of tribal democracy in which the individual exchanges views with
the tribal shaykh. Saudi rulers and most traditionalists reject
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Western participatory democracy, because the latter establishes the
people as the source of decision rather than the will of God as found
in the sharia and as interpreted by the ulama. Moreover, in their
view, democracy lacks the stability that a Muslim form of govern-
ment proviaes. For these reasons, the government has tended to
repress dissent and jail dissidents. Such repression applied to stu-
dents and religious figures who belonged to such organizations as
the Organization of Islamic Revolution in the Arabian Peninsula,
active in January and February 1992 in critictzing the ruling fam-
ily and the government.

Socially, the education of girls, although placed under the su-
pervision of the religious authorities, has led over the four decades
that girls’ schools have existed to a considerable number of women
graduates who were seeking employment in various sectors and
who increasingly were making their presence felt. This trend oc-
curred at a time of rising unemployment for Saudi males, particu-
larly for graduates in the field of religious studies, and posed a
further potential source of dissidence. In addition, growing urbani-
zation was tending to increase the number of nuclear as opposed
to extended families, thereby breaking down tr: Litional social struc-
tures. There were also indications that drug smuggling and drug
use were rising; twenty of the forty executions that occurred be-
tween January 1 and May 1, 1993, were drug related.

The Al Saud played the central role in achieving the needed com-
promises in the political, social, and foreign affairs fields, as well
as in directing the cconomy with the support of the technocrats
and the merchants. The control exercised by the Al Saud is demon-
strated by the fact that as of 1993 the amirs, or governors, of all
fourteen of Saudi Arabia’s regions were members of the royal
family. Some members of the family, such as King Fahd and his
full brothers Sultan, Nayif, and Salman, were considered to be,
however, more aligned with the modernizers; King Fahd’s half
brother Crown Prince Abd Allah, was more of a traditionalist.
Specifically, the crown prince enjoyed the support of the tribal ele-
ments and headed the Saudi Arabian National Guard, a paramili-
tary body composed largeiy of beduin soldiers that served as a
counterbalance to the regular armed forces, which were headed
by Minister of Defense and Aviation Amir Sultan ibn Abd al Aziz
Al Saud. The nation’s police force reported to Minister of Inter-
ior Amir Nayif ibr. Abd al Aziz Al Saua.

The crown prince was also considered closer than the king to
the religious establishment, or the ulama. Thirty to forty of the
most influential ulama, mainly members of the Al ash Shaykh, con-
stituted the Council of Senior Ulama, seven of whose members
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were dismissed by the king in December 1992 on the pretext of
““poor health.”’ The actual reason for their distnissai was their failure
to condemn July criticisms (published in September) of the govern-
ment by a group of religious scholars who called themselves the
Committee for the Defense of Rights under the Sharia. The king
named ten younger and more progressive ulama to replace them.

In a further move, in July 1993 the king named Shaykh Abd
al Aziz ibn Baz general mufti of the kingdom with the rank of
minister and president of the Administration of Scientific Research
and Fatwa. Abd al Aziz ibn Baz was also appointed to preside over
the new eighteen-member Higher Ulama Council. Based on Abd
al Aziz ibr: Baz’s advice, instead of the Ministry of Pilgrimage Af-
fairs and Religious Trusts, the king created two new miaistries:
the Ministry of Islamic Affairs, Endowments, Call, and Guidance
and the Ministry of Pilgrimage; this action gave the religious sec-
tor an additional voice in the Council of Ministers.

In addition to holding conservative domestic views, the crown
prince was more oriented than Fahd toward the Arab world. After
the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990, however, he joined the king
and other more pro-Western members of the royal family in ask-
ing the United States to send forces to the kingdom.

In the foreign policy arena, Saudi Arabia historically has sought
to walk a narrow line between East and West. Because of its strong
commitment to Islam, the kingdom abhorred the atheist policy of
the former Soviet Union and therefore tended to be somewhat pro-
Western concerning defense matters. However, Saudi Arabia also
strongly opposed what it considered to be the pro-Zionist policy
of the United States with regard to Israel and the rights of the Pales-
tinians. At one time, the kingdom had relatively close relations with
Jordan, a fellow monarchy, but Jordan’s failure to support Saudi
Arabia in the 1991 Persian Gulf War soured those relations and
resulted in the expulsion from the kingdom of thousands of Pales-
tinians and Jordanians. In the war, Saudi Arabia also experienced
a lack of support by Sudan and Yemen, both of which countries
it had aided substanticlly. In 1993 relations with Yemen were some-
what tense because the kingdom expelled about 1 million Yemenis,
as well, during the Persian Gulf War. In addition, as of late 1992,
Saudi Arabia had revived a dispute with Yemen over an oil-rich
border area.

Initially, Saudi Arabia saw both Iran and Iraq as neighbors pos-
ing potential threats. After the Persian Gulf War, however, Saudi
Arabia’s concern over containing Iraq increased, and the kingdom
set aside some of its reservations about Iran’s form of Shia Islam
and began to normalize relations. Despite some horder disagreements
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with its Persian Gulf neighbors, for example, Qatar in 1992 and
early 1993, the kingdom’s concern for regional security caused its
closest relations to be with other members of the GCC; certain ten-
sions existed in the organization, nevertheless, because of Saudi
Arabia’s position as the ‘‘big brother.”’

Saudi Arabia had taken the lead in 1970 in establishing the Or-
ganization of the Islamic Conference to bring together all Muslim
countries. In addition, the kingdom followed a policy of support-
ing Islamic countries in Africa and Asia and providing military
aid to Muslim groups opposing secular governments in Afghanistan,
Ethiopia, and, formerly, in the People’s Democratic Republic of
Yemen (now part of Yemen).

Saudi Arabia’s concern for regional security and its active role
in supporting the GCC were understandable in view of its rela-
tively small population and the resultant constraint on the size of
its armed forces. To compensate for these limitations, the king-
dom consistently has endeavored to buy the most up-to-date mili-
tary matériel and especially to concentrate on developing its air
force and air defense system. For more than twenty-five years, Saudi
Arabia has had the highest ratio of military expenditures in rela-
tion to military personnel of any developing country. Following
the Persian Guif War, the kingdom increased its 1993 defense ex-
penditures 14 percent over those of 1992. Defense purchases in-
cluded at least 315 United States M1A2 main battle tanks to
upgrade matériel of the ground forces as well as seventy-twe United
States F-15C Eagles and forty-eight British Tornadoes for the air
force. Furthermore, the Saudi navy was considered of gocd quality
in relation to naval forces of the region, and the navy’s facilities
were excellent. In spite of these policies, Saudi Arabia recognized
its vulnerability because it has the world’s largest oil reserves and

. extensive oil-processing facilities.

The discovery of oil in commercial quantitics in 1938 was the
major catalyst that transformed various aspects of tae kingdom.
The huge revenues from the sale of oil and ths payments received
from foreign companies involved in developing concessions in the
country enabled the government to launch large-scale development
programs by the early 1970s. Such programs initially focused on
creation of infrastructure in the areas of transportation, telecom-
munications, electric power, and water. The programs also ad-
dressed the fields of education, health, and soctal welfare; the
expansion and cquipping of the armed forces; and the creation of
petroleum-based industries. From this beginning, the government
expanded its programs to drill more deep wells to tap underground
aquifers and to construct desalination plants. These water sources,
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in turn, enabled ventures to make the country more nearly self-
sufficient agriculturally; in many instances, however, such under-
takings seriously depleted groundwater.

In pursuit of industrial diversification, the government created
the industrial cities of Al Jubayl in the Eastern Province and Yanbu
al Bahr (known as Yanbu) on the Red Sea (sce fig. 1). The govern-
ment also encouraged the establishment of nonoil-related indus-
tries, anticipating the day when Saudi Arabia’s oil and gas resources
would be depleted. Furthermore, the kingdom also has some
promising copper, lead, zinc, silver, and gold deposits that have
received little exploitation.

The kingdom’s economic plans, including the Fifth Development
Plan (1990-95), continued to emphasize training the indigenous
labor force to handle technologically advanced processes and hence
to enable Saudi Arabia to reduce the number of its foreign workers.
The fifth plan also encouraged the creation of joint industrial en-
terprises with GCC member states and other Arab and Islamic
countries and the development of industrial relations with foreign
countries in order to attract foreign capital and transfer technology.

Saudi Arabia’s economic goals were reflected in the national
budget announced for 1993, which set expenditures at US$52.6
billion and revenues at US$45.1 billion, thereby reducing the deficit
from US$8.0 billion in 1992 to US$7.5 billion in 1993. The con-
tinued existence of a deficit, which has characterized the Saudi econ-
omy since 1983, was a source of concern to some observers. Major
budgetary expenditure items were US$9.1 billion for education (in-
cluding funds to establish six new colleges and 800 new schools),
US$8.2 billion for public organizations (not further identified), and
more than US$3.7 billion for health and social development (in-
cluding funds for setting up 500 new clinics). Another major ex-
penditure announced in March 1993 was that substantial funds,
most of which would be obtained from private borrowing, would
be invested in oil facilities in order to raise the kingdom’s oil produc-
tion capacity to between 10.5 and 11 million barrels per day by
1995 and its total refining capacity to 210,000 barrels per day.

The major event affecting Saudi Arabia and other gulf states
in the early 1990s was clearly the Persian Gulf War. The effect
of that war on the kingdom has yet to be assessed. Financially, the
cost of the war for the area as a whole has been estimated by the
Arab Monetary Fund at US$676 billion for 1990 and 1991. This
figure does not, however, take account of such factors as the eco-
logical impact of the war, the loss of jobs and income for thou-
sands of foreign workers employed in Saudi Arabia and elsewhere
in the gulf, and the slowdown effect on the growth of the economies
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of Saudi Arabia and the gulf states. In most instances, these econ-
omies had been growing at a good rate beiore the war, which tended
to deplete or eliminate any accumulated financial reserves.

More difficult to measure, however, was the social impact of the
war. Many foreign observers had speculated that the arrival in the
kingdom of more than 600,000 foreign military personnel, including
women in uniform, would bring about significant changes in Saudi
society. However, military personnel tended to be assigned to re-
mote border areas of the country and were little seen by the popu-
lation as a whole. The net effect of their presence was therefore
minimal in the opinion of a number of knowledgeable Saudis.

As Saudi Arabia entered the final years of the twentieth cen-
tury, there were signs, however, that the expression of public dis-
sent, once unthinkable, was becoming more commonplace. Such
dissent was usually couched within an Islamic framework, but
nonetheless it represented a force with which the Al Saud had to
reckon. King Fahd, now seventy-two, had succeeded thus far in
balancing the demands of modernists and traditionalists domesti-
cally and in pursuing a policy of moderation internatiopally. Some
observers wondered, however, how much longer Fahd would be
able to rule and how adaptable the more conservative Crown Prince
Abd Allah would be as Fahd’s successor.

August 23, 1993 Helen Chapin Metz

xxix

P

e e b h et A ot 1 st




Chapter 1. Historical Setting

R

LY

e ——— o -




Abd al Aziz ibn Abd ar Rahman Al Saud, founder of Saudi Arabia
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ABD AL AZIZ ibn Abd ar Rahman Al Saud rose to prominence
in the Arabian Peninsula in the early twentieth century. He be-
longed to the Saud family (the Al Saud—see Glossary), who had
controlled parts of Arabia during most of the nineteenth century.
By the late nineteenth century, however, the rival Al Rashid fam-
ily had forced the Al Saud into exile in Kuwait. Thus, it was from
Kuwait that Abd al Aziz began the campaign to restore his family
to political power. First, he recaptured Najd, a mostly desert region
in the approximate center of the peninsula and the traditional
homeland of the Al Saud. During the mid-1920s, Abd al Aziz’s
armies captured the Islamic shrine cities of Mecca and Medina.
In 1932, he declared that the area under his control would be known
as the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.

Abd al Aziz’s new realm was a very poor one. It was a desert king-
dom with few known natural resources and a largely uneducated
population. There were few cities and virtually no industry. Although
the shrines at Mecca and Medina earned income from the Muslim
pilgrims who visited them every year, this revenue was insufficient
to lift the rest of the kingdom out of its near-subsist« nce level.

All this changed, however, when United States geologists dis-
covered oil in the kingdom during the 1930s. Saudi Arabia’s ex-
ploitation of its oil resources transformed the country into a nation
synonymous with great wealth. Wealth brought with it enormous
material and social change.

Perhaps because of the great upheaval since the 1932 oil discov-
ery, history and origins -ere very important to Saudi Arabia.
Although the country owed its prominence to modern economic
realities, Saudis tended to view life in more traditional terms. The
state in 1992 remained organized largely along tribal lines. Islam
continued to be a vital element in Saudi statecraft.

The tendency to draw inspiration from the past was an essential
part of the Saudi state. The historical parallels between the King-
dom of Saudi Arabia and its Arab and Islamic past were striking.
In conquering Arabia, for instance, Abd al Aziz brought together
the region’s nomadic tribes in much the same way that his great-
grandfather, Muhammad ibn Saud, had done more than a cen-
tury earlier.

The Setting of Saudi Arabia

The title, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, uses the word kingdom,
which is not an Islamic term. However, given the significance of
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Saudi Arabia: A Country Study

religion in Saudi Arabia, it is clear that Saudis believe that ulti-
mate authority rests with God (Allah). The Saudi ruler is Allah’s
secular representative and bases political legitimacy on his religious
credentials (see The King, ch. 4).

The term Saudi refers to the Al Saud family, the royal house of
Saudi Arabia, whose eponym is Saud ibn Muhammad ibn Mugrin.
Saud himself was not a significant figure, but his son, Muham-
mad ibn Saud (literally, Muhammad, the son of Saud), conquered
most of the Arabian Peninsula in the early eighteenth century. In
the almost two centuries since then, Muhamimad ibn Saud’s fam-
ily has grown tremendously, and in 1992 the ruling house of Saudi
Arabia had more than 4,000 male members.

The term Arabia—or the Arabian Peninsula—refers to a geo-
graphic region whose name is related tc the language of the majority
of its indigenous inhabitants. Before the era of the Muslim con-
quests in the mid-seventh century, some Arabic-speaking peoples
also lived in Palestine, Syria, and Iraq, and Christian Arab buffer
states were established north of the peninsula between the Sassanid
and Byzantine empires. As a result of the Muslim conquests,
however, people of the peninsula spread out over the wider region
that today is known as the ‘‘Arab world,’’ and the Arabic language
became the region’s dominant language.

The desert is the most prominent feature of the Arabian Penin-
sula. Although vast, arid tracts dominate Saudi Arabia, the coun-
try also includes long stretches of arid coastline along the Persian
Gulf and the Red Sea and several major oases in the Eastern
Province (see fig. 1). Accordingly, the Saudi environment is not
uniform, and the diitferences between coastai and desert life have
played their part in Arabian history. People living on the water
have had more contact with othes groups and thus have developed
more cosmopolitan outlooks than those living in the interior.

Saudi Arabia is the largest country on the Arabian Peninsula.
It shares the Persian Gulf and Red Sea coasts with such countries
as the Persian Gulf states and Jordan; hence there are cultural and
historical overlaps with its neighbors. Many of these countries rely
on the authority of a single family—whether the ruler calls himself
a king, as in Saudi Arabia and Jordan, or an amir, as in the gulf
states. Tribal loyalties also piay an important role in these coun-
tries, and large portions of their populations have only recently
stopped living as nomads.

Several important factors, however, distinguish Saudi Arabia
from its neighbors. Unlike other states in the area, Saudi Arabia
has never been under the direct control of a Europesn power.
Moreover, the Wahhabi movement that began in Saudi Arabia
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Historical Setting

has had a greater impact on Saudi history than on any other coun-
try. Although the religious fervor of Wahhabism affected popula-
tions of such neighboring states as present-day Qatar, only in Saudi
Arabia was it an essential element in the formation of the modern
state.

The Pre-Islamic Period

The bodies of water on either side of the Arabian Peninsula
provided relatively easy access to the neighboring river-valley civili-
zations of the Nile and the Tigris-Euphrates. Once contact was
made, trading could begin, and because these civilizations were
quite rich, many goods passed between them.

The coastal people of Arabia were well-positioned to profit from
this trade. Much of the trade centered around present-day Bahrain
and Oman, but those tribes living in the southwestern part of the
peninsula, in present-day Yemen and southern Saudi Arabia, also
profited from such trade. The climate and topography of this area
also permitted greater agricultural development than that on the
coast of the Persian Gulf.

Generous rainfall in Yemen enabled the people to feed them-
selves, while the exports of frankincense and myrrh brought wealth
to the arca. As a result, civilization developed to a relatively high
level in southern Arabia by about 1000 B.C. The peoples of the
area lived in small kingdoms or city states, of which the best known
is probably Saba, which was called Sheba in the Old Testament.
The prosperity of Yemen encouraged the Rornans to refer to it as
Arabia Felix (literally, ‘‘happy Arabia’’). Outside of the coastal
areas, howevei, and a few centers in the Hijaz associated with the
caravan trade, the harsh climate of the peninsula, combined with
a desert and mountain terrain, limited agriculture and rendered
the interior regions difficult to access. The population most likely
subsisted on a combination of oasis gardening and herding, with
some portion of the population being nomadic or seminomadic.

The material conditions under which the Arabs lived began to
improve around 1000 B.C. About this time, a method for saddling
camels had been developed to transport large loads. The camel was
the only animal that could cross large tracts of barren land with
any reliability. The Arabs could now benefit from some nf the trade
that had previouely circumvented Arabia.

The increased trans-Arabian trade produced two important
results. One was the rise of cities that could service the trains of
camecls moving across the desert. The most prosperous of these—
Petra in Jordan, associated with the Nabatean Kingdom, and
Palmyra in Syria, for example—were relatively close to markets
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in the Mediterranean region, but small caravan cities developed
within the Arabian Peninsula as well. One of the ancient cities that
formed part oi the Nabatean Kingdom from about 25 B.C. to tae
end of the first century A.D. was Madain Salin, the ruins of which
still exist. The most important of these caravan cities was Mecca,
which also owed its prosperity to certain shrines in the area that
were visited by Arabs from all over the peninsula.

Some Arabs, particularly in the Hijaz, held religious beliefs that
recognized a number of gods as well as a number of rituals for wor-
shiping them. The most important of these beliefs involved the sense
that certain places and times of year were sacred and must be
respected. At those times and in those places, warfare, in particu-
lar, was forbidden, and various rituals were required. Foremost
of these was the pilgrimage, and the best known pilgrimage site
was Mecca.

The second result of the Arabs’ increased involvement in trade
was the contact it gave them with the outside world. In the Near
East, the Persians and the Romans were the great powers in the
centuries before the advent of Islam, and the Arab tribes that bor-
dered these territories were drawn into their political affairs. After
A.D. 400, both empires paid Arab tribes not only to protect their
southern borders but also to harass the borders of their adversaries.

In the long term, however, it was the people that traveled with
the camel caravans and their ideas that were most important. By
A.D. 500, the traditional ritual of Arab worship was but one of
a number of religious options. The Sabaeans of southern Arabia
followed their own system of beliefs, and these had some adher-
ents in the interior. Followers of pagan beliefs, as well as Hanifs,
who were mentioned in the Quran and believed to be followers
of an indigenous monotheistic religion, were widespread in the
peninsula. In addition, the area had well-established communities
of Christians and Jews. Along the gulf coast were Nestorians, while
in Yemen Syrian Orthodox and smaller groups of Christians were
to be found among beduin and in monasteries that dotted the north-
ern Hijaz. In the sixth century, shortly before the birth of Mu-
hammad, the city of Najran, in what is now southwestern Saudi
Arabia, had a Christian church with a bishop, monks, priests, nuns,
and laity, and was ruled by a Jewish king. Jews were an impor-
tant part not only of the Yemeni population, but also of the oases
communities in the region of Medina.

The Early Islamic Period, 622-700

The Saudis, and many other Arabs anc Muslims as well, trace
much of their heritage to the birth of the Prophet Muhammad in
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Ancient Nabatean tomb,
Madain Salih

Courtesy

Saudi Arabian
Information Office

A.D. 570. The time before Islam is generally referred to as ‘‘the
time of ignorance’’ (of God).

Muhammad was born in Mecca at a time when the city was es-
tablishing itself as a trading center. For the residents of Macca,
tribal connections were still the most important part of the social
structure. Muhammad was born into the Quraysh, which had be-
come the leading tribe in the city because of its involvement with
water rights for the pilgrimage. By the time of Mukammad, the
Quraysh had become active traders as well, having established al-
liances with tribes all over the peninsula. These alliances permit-
ted the Quraysh to send their caravans to Yemen and Syria.
Accordingly, the Quraysh represented in many way: the facilita-
tors and power b.okers for the new status quo in Arabian society.

Tribes consisted of clans that had various branches and fami-
lies, and Muhammad came from a respectable clan, the sons of
Hashim, but from a weak family situation. Muhammad’s father
Abd Allah had died before his son was born, leaving the Prophet
without a close protector. The Prophet was fortupate, however,
that his uncle Abu Talib was one of the leaders of the Hashimite
clan; his connection to Abu Talib gave Muhammad a certain
amount cf protection when he began to preach in 610 against the
Meccan leadership.

Everything we know about Muhamrnad’s life comes from Mus-
lim historiography. The Prophet worked for Abu Talib in the
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caravan business, giving him the opportunity to travel beyond Ara-
bia. Travel gave the Prophet contact with some of the Christian
and Jewish communities that existed in Arabia; in this way he be-
came familiar with the noticn of scripture and the belief in one
God. Despite this contact, tradition specifies that Muhammad never
learned to read or write. As a child, however, he was sent to the
desert for five years to learn the beduin ways that were slowly being
forgotten in Mecca.

Muhammad married a rich widow when he was twenty-five years
old; although he managed her affairs, he would occasionally go
off by nimself into the mountains that surrounded Mecca. On one
of these occasions, Muslim belief holds that the angel Gabriel ap-
peared to Muhammad and told him to recite aloud. When Mu-
hammad asked what he should say, the ange! recited for him verses
that would later constitute part of the Quran, which means liter-
ally ‘‘the recitation.’” Muslims believe that Muhammad continued
to receive revelations from God throughout his life, sometimes
through the angel Gabriel and at other times in dreams and vi-
sions directly from God.

For a while, Muhammad told only his wife about his experiences,
but in 613 he acknowledged them openly and began to promote
a new social and spiritual order that would be based on them. Mu-
hammad’s message was disturbing to many of the Quraysh for
several reasons. The Prophet attacked traditional Arab customs
that permitted lax marriage arrangements and the killing of chil-
dren. More significant, however, was the Prophet’s claim that there
was only one God because in condemning the worship of idols he
threaiened the pilgrimage traffic from which the Quraysh profited.

By 618 Muhammad had gained enough followers to worry the
city’s leaders. The Quraysh hesitated to harm the Prophet because
he was protected by his uncle, but they attacked those of his fol-
lowers who did not have powerful family connections. To protect
these supporters, Muhammad sent them to Ethiopia, where they
were taken in by the Christian king who saw a connection between
the Prophet’s ideas and those of his own religion. Following his
uncle’s death in 619, however, Muhammad felt obliged to leave
Mecca. In 622 he secretly left the city and traveled about 320 kilo-
meters north tg the town of Yathrib. In leaving Mecca, Muham-
mad chose to iaandon the city where he had grown up to pursue
his mission in another place; thus, the even. often has been used
to illustrate a genuine commitment to duty and sacrifice. This
emigration, or Aijra (see Glossary), marks the beginning of the Is-
lamic calendar. Muslims use a lunar calendar, which means that
their twelve-month year is shorter than a solar one.
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The Quraysh were unwilling to allow Muhammad to remain un-
opposed in Yathrib, and various skirmishes and battles occurred,
with each side trying to enlist the tribes of the peninsula in its cam-
paigns. Muhammad eventually prevailed, and in 630 he returned
to Mecca, where he was accepted without resistance. Subsequently
he moved south to strongholds in At Taif and Khaybar, which sur-
rendered to him after lengthy sieges.

By his death in 632, Muhammad enjoved the loyalty of almost
all of Arabia. The peninsula’s tribes had tied themselves to the
Prophet with various treaties but had not necessarily become Mus-
lim. The Prophet expected others, particularly pagans, to submit
but allowed Christians and Jews to keep their faiths provided they
paid a special tax as penalty for not submitting to Islam.

After the Prophet’s death, most Muslims acknowledged the
authority of Abu Bakr (died in 634), an early convert and respected
elder in the community. Abu Bakr maintained the loyalty of the
Arab tribes by force; and in the battles that followed the Prophet’s
death, which came to be known as the apostasy wars, it became
essentially impossible for an Arab tribesman to retain traditional
religious practices. Arabs who had previously converted to Juda-
ism or Christianity were allowed to keep their faith, but those who
followed the old polytheistic practices were forced to become Mus-
lims. In this way, Islam became the religion of most Arabs.

The Prophet had no spiritual successor inasmuch as God’s reve-
lation (the Quran) was given only to Muhammad. There were,
however, successors to the Prophet’s temporal authority, and they
were called caliphs (successors or vice regents). Caliphs ruled the
Islamic world until 1258, when the last caliph and all his heirs were
killed by the Mongols. For the first thirty years, caliphs managed
the growing Islamic empire from Yathrib, which had been renamed
Madinat an Nabi (‘‘the city of the Prophet’’) or Al Madinah al
Munawwarah (‘‘the illuminated city’’). These names are usually
shortened simply to Medina—*‘the city.”’

Within a short time, the caliphs had conquered a large empire.
At the conclusion of the apostasy wars, the Arab tribes united be-
hind Islam and channeled their energies against the Byzantine and
Persian empires. Arab-led armies pushed quickly through both of
these empires and established Arab control from present-day Spain
to Pakistan.

The achievements of Islam were great and various, but after 656
these achievements ceased to be controlled from Arabia. After the
third caliph, Uthman, was assassinated in 656, the Muslim world
was split, and the fourth caliph, Ali (murdered in 660) spent much
of his time in Iraq. After Ali, the Umayyads established a hereditary
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line of caliphs in Damascus. The Y'mayyads were overthrown in
750 by the Abbasids, who ruled from Baghdad. By the latter part
of the seventh century, the political importance of Arabia in the
Islamic world had declined.

The Middle Ages, 700-1500

Until about 900, the centers of Islamic power remained in the
Fertile Crescent, a semicircle of fertile land stretching from the
southeastern Mediterranean coast arcund the Syrian Desert north
of the Arabian Peninsula to the Persian Gulf and close to the Ara-
bian heartland. After the ninth certury, however, the most sig-
nificant political centers moved farther and farther away—to Egypt
and India, as well as to what is now Turkey and the Central Asian
republics. Intellectual vitality eventually followed political power,
and, as a result, Islamic civilization was no longer centered in Mecca
and Medina in the Hijaz.

Mecca remained the spiritual focus of Islam because it was the
destination for the pilgrimage that all Muslims were required, if
feasible, to make once in their lives. The city, however, lacked po-
litical or administrative importance even in the early Islamic pe-
riod. This role devolved on Medina instead, which had been the
main base for the Prophet’s efforts to gain control of the shrines
in Mecca and to bring together the tribes of the peninsula. After
the Piophet’s death, Medina continued to be an administrative
center and developed into something of an intellectual and liter-
ary one as well. In the seventh and eighth centuries, for instance,
Medina becamne an impcitant center for the legal discussions that
weuld lead to the codification of Islamic law. Orthodox (Sunni—
see Glossary) Islam recognizes four systems, or schools, of law. One
of these, the school of Malik ibn Anas, which originated with the
scholars of Medina in the late eighth century, is observed today
in much of Africa and Indonesia. The three other Sunni law schools
(Hanafi, Shafii, and Hanbali) developed at about the same time,
but largely in Iraq.

Arabia was also the site for some of the conflicts on which the
sectarian divisions of Islam are based (see Religion, ch. 2). A major
Islamic sect, the Shia (from Shiat Ali, or *‘party of Ali’’—see Glos-
sary), is still represented in Saudi Arabia but forms a larger per-
centage of the populations in Iraq and Iran.

One Shia denomination, known as the Kharijite movement,
began in events surrounding the assassination of Uthman, the third
caliph, and the transfer of authority to Ali, the fourth caliph. Those
people who believed Ali should have been the legitimate succes-
sor to the Prophet refused to accept the authority of Uthman.
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Al Munis village, near Az Zahran al Janub, showing the hills of
southwestern Saudi Arabia in the background
Courtesy Aramco World

Muawiyah in Syria challenged Ali’s election as caliph, leading to
a war between the two and their supporters. Muawiyah and Ali
eventually agreed to an arbitrator, and the fighting stopped. Part
of Ali’s army, however, objected to the compromise, claiming Mua-
wiyah’s family were insincere Muslims. So strong was their pro-
test against compromise that they left Ali’s camp (the term kharij
literally means *‘the ones who leave’’) and fought a ba:te with their
former colleagues the next year.

The most prominent quality of the Kharijite movement was op-
position to the caliph’s representatives and particularly to Mua-
wiyah, who became caliph after Ali. Although the Kharijites were
known to some Muslims as bandits and assassins, they developed
certain ideals of justice and piety. The 2rophet Muhammad had
been sent to bring righteousness to the world and to teach the Arabs
to pray and to distribute their wealth and power fairly. According
to the Kharijites, whoever was lax in following the Prophet’s direc-
tives should be opposed, ostracized, or killed.

The Kharijite movement continued to be significant on the Per-
sian Gulf coast from the ninth century through the eleventh cen-
tury and survived in the twenticth century in the more moderate
form of Ibadi Islam. The uncompromising fanaticism of the original
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Kharijites resembled the fervor that enabled Arab armies to con-
quer so much territory in the seventh century. This same spirit
helped the Al Saud succeed at the end of the eighteenth century
and again at the beginning of the twentieth.

The mainstream Shia sect originated in circumstances similar
to those of the Kharijite movement. The Shia believed that Ali
should have succeeded the Prophet as leader of the Muslim com-
munity. They were frustrated three times, however, when the larger
Muslim commiunity selected first Abu Bakr, next Umar (died in
644), and then Uthman as caliph. Ali finally became caliph in 656.

The dispute between Ali and Muawiyah was never resolved.
Mu~wiyah returned to Syria while Ali remained in Iraq, where
he was assassinated by a Kharijite follower in 660. Muawiyah as-
sumed the caliphate, and Ali’s supporters transferred their loyalty
to his two sons, Hzsan and Husayn. When Muawiyah's son, Yazid,
succeeded his father, Husayn refused to recognize his authority
and set out for Iraq to raise support. He was intercepted by a force
loyal to Yazid. When Husayn refused to surrender, his entire party,
including women and children, was killed at Karbala in southeastern
Iraq.

The killing of Husayn provided the rentral ethos forthe-emer=——

gence of the Shia as a distinct sect. Eventually, the Shia would «plit
into several separatc denominations based on disputes over who
of Ali’s direct male descendants should be the true spiritual leader.
The majority came to recognize a line of twelve leaders, each known
as imam (see Glossary), beginning with Ali and ending with Mu-
hammad al Muntazar (Muhammad, the awaited one). These Shia,
who are often referred to as *‘Twelvers,’’ claimed that the Twelfth
Imam did not die but disappeared in 874. They believe that he
will return as the *‘rightly guided leader,”’ or mahdi, and usher
in a new, more perfect order.

Twelver Shia reverence for the imams has encouraged distinc-
tive rituals. The most important is Ashura, the commemoration
of the death of Husayn. Other practices include pilgrimages tc
shrines of Ali and his relatives. According to strict Wahhabi Sunni
interpretations of Islam, these practices resemble the pagan ritu-
als that the Prophet attacked. Therefore, observance of Ashura and
pilgrimages to shrines have constituted flash points for sectarian
problems between the Saudi Wahhabis and the Shia minority in
the Fastern Province.

The Shia minority in Saudi Arabia, like the Shia in southern
Iraq, traces its origin to the days of Ali. A sccond Shia group, the
Ismailis, or the Seveners, follow a lire of imams that originally
challenged the Seventh Imam and supported a younger brother,
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Ismail. The Ismaili line of leaders has been continuous down to
the present day. The current imam, Sadr ad Din Agha Khan, who
is active in international humanitarian efforts, is a direct descen-
dant of Ali.

Although present-day Saudi Arabia has no indigenous Ismaili
communities, an important Ismaili center existed between the ninth
and eleventh centuries in Al Hufuf, in eastern Arabia. The Ismai-
lis of Al Hufuf were strong enough in 930 to sack the major cities
of Iraq. They also attacked Mecca and removed the sacred stone
of the Kaaba, the ceatral shrine of the Islamic pilgrimage. The pil-
grimage was suspended for several years and resumed only after
the stone was replaced, following the caliph’s agreement to pay
the Ismailis a ransom.

Under normal circumstances, Muslims visited Mecca every year
to perform the pilgrimage, and they expected the caliph to keep
the pilgrimage routes safe and to maintain control over Mecca and
Medina as well as the Red Sea ports providing access to them. When
the caliph was strong, he controlled the Hijaz, but after the ninth
century the caliph’s power weakened and the Hijaz became a tar-
get for any ruler who sought to establish his authority in the Is-
lamic world. In 1000, for instance, an Ismaili dynasty controlled
the Hijaz from Cairo.

External control of the Hijaz gave the region extensive contact
with other parts of the Muslim world. In this regard, the Hijaz
differed greatly from the region immediately to the east, Najd.

Najd was relatively isolated. It was more arid and barren than
the Hijaz and was surrounded on three sides by deserts and sepa-
rated from the Hijaz by mountains. All overland routes to the Hijaz
passed through Najd but it was easier to go around Najd by sea.
As the caliphs in Baghdad became less powerful, the road between
Baghdad and Mecca that led across Najd declined in importance.
After the thirteenth century, pilgrimage traffic was more likely to
move up the Red Sea toward Egypt and so bypass Najd.

So there were two faces of Arabia. To the west was the Hijaz,
which derived a cosmopolitan quality from the foreign traffic that
moved continually through it. In the east was Najd, which remained
relatively isolated. During the eighteenth century, Wahhabi ideas,
vital to the rise of the Al Saud, originated in Najd.

The Al Saud and Wahhabi Islam, 1560-1818

The Al Saud originated in Ad Diriyah, in the center of Najd,
close to the modern capital of Riyadh. In about 1500, ancestors
of Saud ibn Muhammad took over some date groves, one of the
few forms of agriculture the region could support, and settled there.
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Over time the area developed into a small town, and the clan that
would become the Al Saud came to be recognized as its leaders.

The rise of Al Saud is closely linked with Muhammad ibn Abd
al Wahhab (1703-87), a Muslim scholar whose ideas form the basis
of the Wahhabi movement. He grew up in Uyaynah, an oasis in
southern Najd, where with his grandfather he studied Hanbali Is-
lamic law, one of the strictest Muslim legal schools. While still a
young man, he left Uyaynah to study with other teachers, the usual
way to pursue higher education ir the Islamic world. He studied
in Medina and then went to Iraq and to Iran.

To understand the significance of Muhammad ibn Abd al Wah-
hab’s ideas, they must be considered in the context of Islamic prac-
tice. There is a difference between the established rituals clearly
defined in religious texts that all Muslims perform and popular
Islam. The latter refers to local practice that is not universal.

The Shia practice of visiting shrines is an example of a popular
practice. The Shia continued to revere the imams even after their
death and so visited their graves to ask favors of the imams buried
there. Over time, Shia scholars rationalized the practice and it be-
came established.

Some of the Arabian tribes came to attribute the same sort of
power that the Shia recognized in the tomb of an imam to natural
objects such as trees and rocks. Such beliefs were particularly dis-
turbing to Muhammad ibn Abd al Wahhab. In the late 1730s, he
returned to the Najdi town of Huraymila and began to write and
preach against both Shia and local popular practices. He focused
on the Muslim principle that there is only one God and that God
does not share his power with anyone—not imams, and certainly
not trees or rocks. From this unitarian principle, his students began
to refer to themselves as muwahhidun (unitarians). Their detractors
referred to them as ‘“Wahhabis’’—or *‘followers of Muhammad
ibn Abd al Wahhab,’’ which had a pejorative connotation.

The idea of a unitary god was not new. Muhammad ibn Abd
al Wahhab, however, attached political importance to it. He di-
rected his attack against the Shia. He also sought out local lead-
ers, trying to convince them that his teaching was an Islamic issue.
He expanded his message to include strict adherence to the princi-
ples of Islamic law. He referred to himself as a ‘‘reformer’’ and
looked for a political figure who might give his ideas a wider au-
dience.

Lacking political support in Huraymila, Muhammad ibn Abd al
Wahhab returned to Uyaynah where he won over some local leaders.
Uyaynah, however, was close to Al Hufuf, one of the Twelver Shia
centers in eastern Arabia, and its leaders were understandably
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alarmed at the anti-Shia tone of the Wahhabi message. Partly as
a result of their influence, Muhammad ibn Abd al Wahhab was
obliged to leave Uyaynah and headed for Ad Diriyah. He had ear-
lier made contact with Muhammad ibn Saud, the leader in Ad
Diriyah at the time, and two of Muhammad’s brothers had ac-
companied him when he destroyed tomb shrines around Uyaynah.

Accordingly, when Muhammad ibn Abd al Wahhab arrived in
Ad Diriyah, the Al Saud was ready to support him. In 1744 Mu-
hammad ibn Saud and Muhammad ibn Abd al Wahhab swore a
traditional Muslim oath in which they promised to work together
to establish a state ruled according to Islamic principles. Until that
time, the Al Saud had been accepted as conventional tribal lead-
ers whose rule was based on longstanding but vaguely defined
authority.

Muhammad ibn Abd al Wahhab offered the Al Saud a clearly
defined religious mission to which to contribute their leadership
and upon which they might base their political authority. This sense
of religious purpose remained evident in the political ideology of
Saudi Arabia in the 1990s.

Muhammad ibn Saud began by leading armies into Najdi towns
and villages to eradicate various popular and Shia practices. The
movement helped to rally the towns and tribes of Najd to the Al
Saud-Wahhabi standard. By 1765 Muhammad ibn Saud’s forces
had established Wahhabism—and with it the Al Saud political
authority—over most of Najd.

After Muhammad ibn Saud died in 1765, his son, Abd al Aziz,
continued the Wahhabi advance. In 1802 the Al Saud-Wahhabi
armies attacked and sacked Karbala, including the Shia shrine that
commemorates the death of Husayn. In 1803 they moved to take
control of Sunni towns in the Hijaz. Although the Wahhabis spared
Mecca and Medina the destruction they visited upon Karbala, they
destroyed monuments and grave markers that were being used for
prayer to Muslim saints and for votive rituals, which the Wahha-
bis considered acts of polytheism (see Wahhabi Theology, ch. 2).
In destroying the objects that were the focus of these rituals, the
Wahhabis sought to imitate Muhammad’s destruction of pagan
idols when he reentered Mecca in 630.

While the Al Saud remained in Najd, the world paid them scant
attention. Capturing the Hijaz, however, brought the Al Saud em-
pire into conflict with the rest of the Islamic world. The popular
and Shia practices to which the Wahhabis objected were impor-
tant to other Muslims, the majority of whom were alarmed that
shrines were destroyed and access to the holy cities restricted.
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Moreover, rule over the Hijaz was an important symbol. The
Ottoman Turks, the most important political force in the Islamic
world at the time, refused to concede rule over the Hijaz to local
leaders. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Ottomans
were not in a position to recover the Hijaz, because their forces
were weak and overextended. Accordingly, the Ottomans delegated
the recapture of the Hijaz to their most ambitious client, Muham-
mad Ali, the semi-independent commander of their garrison in
Egypt. Muhammad Al, in turn, handed the job to his son Tur-
sun, who led a force to the Hijaz in 1816; Muhammad Ali later
joined his son to command the force in person.

Meanwhile, Muhammad ibn Abd al Wahhab had died in 1792,
and Abd al Aziz died shortly before the capture of Mecca. The
movement had continued, however, to recognize the leadership of
the Al Saud and so followed Abd al Aziz’s son, Saud, until 1814;
after Saud died in 1814, his son, Abd Allah, ruled. Accordingly,
it was Abd Allah ibn Saud ibn Abd al Aziz who faced the invading
Egyptian army.

Tursun’s forces took Mecca and Medina almost immediately.
Abd Allah chose this time to retreat to the family’s strongholds in
Najd. Muhammad Ali decided to pursue him there, sending out
another army under the command of his other son, Ibrahim. The
Wahhabis made their stand at the traditional Al Saud capital of
Ad Diriyah, where they managed to hold out for two years against
superior Egyptian forces and weaponry. In the end, however, the
Wahhabis proved no match for the Egyptian forces, and Ad
Diriyah—and Abd Allah with it—fell in 1818.

Nineteenth-Century Arabia

The modern history of Arabia is often broken into three periods
that follow the fortunes of the Al Saud. The first begins with the
alliance between Muhammad ibn Saud and Muhammad ibn Abd
al Wahhab and ends with the capture of Abd Allah. The second
period extends from this point to the rise of the second Abd al Aziz
ibn Saud, the founder of the modern state; the thivd consists of
the establishment and present history of the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia. :

In the Egyptians’ attempt to establish control over the penin-
sula, Muhammad Ali removed members of the Al Saud from the
area. Following orders from the Ottoman sultan, he sent Abd Allah
to Istanbul—where he was publicly beheaded—and forced other
members of the family to leave the country. A few prominent mem-
bers of the Al Saud found their way to Egypt.
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The Egyptians turned next to the symbol of the Al Saud rule,
the city of Ad Diriyah. They razed its walls and buildings and de-
stroyed its palm groves so that the area could not support any
agricultural settlement for some time. The Egyptians then sent
troops to strategic parts of the peninsula to tighten their grip on
it. They garrisoned Al Qatif, a port on the Persian Gulf that sup-
plied some of the important centers in eastern Arabia and main-
tained various forces along the Red Sea coast in the west (see fig. 2).

In the Hijaz, Muhammad Al restored the authority of the askraf
(sing., sharif—see Glossary), who had ruled the area from Mecca
since the tenth century. However, Turki ibn Abd Allah, the uncle
of one of the penultimate rulers (Saud}, upset Egyptian efforts to
exercise authority in the area. Turki had fought at Ad Diriyah but
managed to escape the Egyptians when the town fell in 1818. He
hid for two years among loyal forces to the south and, after a few
unsuccessful attempts, recaptured Ad Diriyah in 1821. From the
ruins of Ad Diriyah, Turki proceeded to Riyadh, another Najdi
city, which eventually became the new Al Saud base. Forces under
Turki's control reclaimed the rest of Najd in 1824.

Turki’s relatively swift retaking of Najd showed the extent to
which the Al Saud-W:dthabiauthority had been established in the
area over the previous fifty years. The successes of the Wahhabi
forces had done much to promote tribal loyalty to the Al Saud.
But the Wahhabi principles of the Al Saud rule were equally com-
pelling. After Muhammad ibn Abd al Wahhab’s death in 1792,
the Al Saud leader assumed the title of imam. Thus, Al Saud lead-
ers were recognized not just as shaykhs or leaders, but as Wahhabi
imams, political and religious figures whose rule had an element
of religious authority.

Turki and his successors ruled from Riyadh over a wide area.
They controlled the region to the north and south of Najd and ex-
erted considerable influence along the western coast of the Persian
Gulf. This area was no state but a large sphere of influence that
the Al Saud held together with a combination of treaties and dele-
gated authority. In the Jabal Shammar to the north, for instance,
the Al Saud supported the rule of Abd Allah ibn Rashid with whom
Turki maintained a close alliance. Later, Turki’'s son Faisal ce-
mented this alliance by marrying his son, Talal, to Abd Allah’s
daughter, Nura. Although this family-to-family connection worked
well, the Al Saud preferred to rely in the east on appointed leaders
to rule on their behalf. In other areas, they were content to estab-
lish treaties under the terms of which tribes agreed to defend the
family’s interests or to refrain from attacking the Al Saud when
the opportunity arose.
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Figure 2. Nineteenth-Century Arabia

Within their sphere of influence, the Al Saud could levy troops
for military campaigns from the towns and tribes under their con-
trol. Although these campaigns were mostly police actions against
recalcitrant tribes, the rulers described them as holy wars (jihad),
which they conducted according to religious principles. The trib-
ute that the Al Saud demanded from those under their contro} also
was based on Islamic principles. Towns, for instance, paid taxes
at a rate established by Muslim law, and the troops that accompa-
nied the Al Saud on raiding expeditions returned one-fifth of their
booty to the Al Saud treasury according to sharia (Muslim law)
requirecments.

The collection of tribute was another indication of the extensive
influence the Al Saud derived because of their Wahhabi connections.
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Wahhabi religious ideas had spread through the central part of the
Arabian Peninsula; as a result, the Al Saud influenced decisions
even in areas not under their control, such as succession battles
and questions of tr. bute. Their influence in the Hijaz, however,
remained restricted. Not only were the Egyptians and Ottomans
careful that the region not slip away again, but Wahhabi ideas had
not found a receptive audience in western Arabia. Accordingly,
the family was unable to gain a foothold in the Hijaz during the
nineteenth century.

The Al Saud maintained authority in Arabia by controlling sev-
eral factors. First, they could resist, or at least accommodate, Egyp-
tian interference. After 1824 when the Egyptians no longer could
maintain outright military control over Arabia, they turned to po-
litical intrigues. Turki, for instance, was assassinated in 1834 by
a member of the Al Saud who recently had returned from Cairo.
When Turki’s son, Faisal, succeeded his father, the Egyptians sup-
ported a rival member of the family, Khalid ibn Saud, who with
Egyptian assistance controlled Najd for the next four years.

Muhammad Ali and the Egyptians were severely weakened after
the British and French defeated their fleet off the coast of Greece
in 1827. This action prevented the Egyptians from exerting much
influence in Arabia, but it left the Al Saud with the problem of
the Ottomans, whose ultimate authority Turki eventually ac-
knowledged. Because the challenge to the sultan had helped end
the first Al Saud empire in 1818, later rulers chose to accommo-
date the Ottomans as much as they could. The Al Saud eventually
became of considerable financial importance to the Ottomans be-
cause they collected tribute from the rich trading state of Oman
and forwarded much of this to the ashraf in Mecca, who relayed
it to the sultan. In return, the Ottomans recognized the Al Saud
authority and left them alone for the most part.

The Ottomans, however, sometimes tried to expand their in-
fluence by supporting renegade members of the Al Saud. When
two of Faisal’s sons, Abd Allah and Saud, vied to take over the
empire from their father, Abd Allah enlisted the aid of the Otto-
man governor in fraq, who used the opportunity to take Al Qatif
and Al Hufuf in eastern Arabia. The Ottomans eventually were
driven out, but until the time of Abd al Aziz they continued to
look for a relationship with the Al Saud that they could exploit.

One of the reasons the Ottomans were unsuccessful was the grow-
ing British intercst in Arabia. The British government in India con-
sidered the Persian Gulf to be its western flank and thus increasingly
became concerned about the trade with the Arab tribes on the
eastern coast. The British were also anxious about potentially hostile
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Ottoman influence in an area so close to India and the planned
Suez Canal. As a result, the British came into increasing contact
with the Al Saud. As Wahhabi leaders, the Al Saud could exert
some control over some of the tribes on the guii coast, and they
were simultaneously involved with the Ottomans. During the period
from the 1830s to the 1880s, the Al Saud leaders began to play
off the Ottomans and British against each other.

Whereas the Al Saud were largely successful in handling these
two powers in the Persian Gulf, they did not do so well in manag-
ing their family affairs. The killing of Turki in 1834 touched off
a long period of fighting. Turki’s son, Faisal, held power until he
was expelled from Riyadh by Khalid and his Egyptian supporters.
Then, Abd Allah ibn Thunayyan (from yet another branch of the
Al Saud) seized Riyadh. He could maintain power only briefly in
the early 1840s, however, because Faisal, who had been taken to
Cairc and then escaped, retook the city in 1845.

Faisal ruled until 1865, lending some stability to Arabia. Upon
his death, however, fighting started again, and his three sons—
Abd Allah, Abd ar Rahman, and Saud—as well as some of Saud’s
sons each held Riyadh on separate occasions {see fig. 3). The po-
litical structure of Arabia was such that each leader had to win the
support of various tribes and towns to conduct a campaign. In this
way, alliances were constantly formed and reformed, and the more
often this occurred, the more unstable the situation became.

This instability accelerated the decline of the Al Saud after the
dezth of Faisal. While the Al Saud were bickering among them-
selves, however, the family of Muhammad ibn Rashid, who con-
trolled the area around the Jabal Shammar, had been gaining
strength and expanding its influence in northern Najd. In 1891
Muhammad ibn Rashid, the grandson of the leader with whom
Turki had first made an alliance, was in a position to enhance his
own power. He removed the sons of Saud ibn Faisal from Riyadh
and returned the city to the nominal control of their uncle, Abd
ar Rahman. Muhammad put effective control of the city, however,
into the hands of his own garrison commander, Salim ibn Suthan.
When Abd ar Rahman attempted to exert real authority, he was
driven out of Riyadh. Thus, the Al Saud, along with the young
Abd al Aziz, were obliged to take refuge with the amir of Kuwait.

The Rise of Abd al Aziz, 1890-1926

The founder of the modern state of Saudi Arabia lived much
of his carly life in exile. In the end, however, he not only recov-
ered the territory of the first Al Saud empire, but made a state oat
of it. Abd al Aziz did this by maneuvering among a number of
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forces. The first was the religious fervor that Wahhabi Islam con-
tinued to inspire. His Wahhabi army, the Ikhwan (brotherhood—
see Glossary), for instance, represented a powerful tool, but one
that proved so difficult to control that the ruler ultimately had to
destroy it. At the same time, Abd al Aziz had to anticipate the man-
ner in which events in Arabia would be viewed abroad and allow
foreign powers, particularly the British, to have their way.

Abd al Aziz established the Saudi state in three stages, namely,
by retaking Najd in 1905, defeating the Al Rashid at Hail in 1921,
and conquering the Hijaz in 1924. In the first phase, Abd al Aziz
acted as tribal leaders had acted for centuries: while still in Kuwait,
and only in his twenties, Abd al Aziz rallied a small force from
the surrounding tribes and began to raid areas under Al Rashid
control north of Riyadh. Then in early 1902, he ied a small party
in a surprise attack on the Al Rashid garrison in Riyadh.

The successful attack gave Abd al Aziz a foothold in Najd. One
of his first tasks was to establish himself in Riyadh as the Al Saud
leader and the Wahhabi imam. Abd al Aziz obtained the support
of the religious establishment in Riyadh, and this relatively swift
recognition revealed the political force of Wahhabi authority.
Leadership in this tradition did not necessarily follow age, but it
respected lineage and, particularly, action. Despite his relative
youth, by taking Riyadh Abd al Aziz had showed he possessed the
qualities the tribes valued in a leader.

From his seat in Riyadh, Abd al Aziz continued to make agree-
ments with some tribes and to do battle with others. He eventually
strengthened his position so that the Al Rashid were unable to evict
him. By the middle of the first decade of the twentieth century,
the Ottoman governor in Iraq recognized Abd al Aziz as an Otto-
man client in Najd. The Al Saud ruler accepted Ottoman suzer-
ainty because it improved his political position. Nevertheless he
made concurrent overtures to the British to rid Arabia of Otto-
man influence. In 1913, and without British assistance, Abd al
Aziz’s armies drove the Ottomans out of Al Hufuf in eastern Ara-
bia and thereby strengthened his position in Najd as well.

About this time, the Ikhwan movement began to emerge among
the beduin, spreading Wahhabi Islam among the nomads. Stress-
ing the same strict adherence to religious law that Muhammad ibn
Abd al Wahhab had preached, Ikhwan beduin gradually abandoned
their traditional way of life in the desert and moved to a form of
agricultural settlement called Aujar (see Glossary). The word was
related to the texm Aijra that refers to the Prophet’s emigration from
Mecca to Medina in 622, conveying the sense that one who settles
in a Aujar moves from a place of unbelief to a place of belief. By
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moving to the Ayjra, the Ikhwan intended to take up a new way
of life and dedicate themselves to enforcing a rigid Islamic ortho-
doxy. Once in the hujra, the Ikhwan became extremely militant
in enforcing upon themselves what they believed to be correct sunna
(custom) of the Prophet, enjoining public prayer, mosque atten-
dance, and gender segregation and condemning music, smoking,
alcohol, and technology unknown at the time of the Prophet. They
attacked people who refused to conform to Wahhabi interpreta-
tions of correct Islamic practice and tried to convert Muslims by
force to their version of Wahhabism.

The Ikhwan looked eagerly for the opportunity to fight non-
Wahhabi Muslims—and non-Muslims as well—and they took Abd
al Aziz as their leader in this. By 1915 there were more than 200
hujra in and around Najd and at least 60,000 Ikhwan waiting for
a chance to fight. This force provided Abd al Aziz with a powerful
weapon, but his situation demanded that he use it carefully. In
1915 Abd al Aziz had various goals: he wanted to take Hail from
the Al Rashid, to extend his control into the northern deserts in
present-day Syria and Jordan, and to take over the Hijaz and the
Persian Gulf coast. The British, however, had become more and
more involved in Arabia because of World War 1, and Abd al Aziz
had to adjust his ambitions to British interests.

The British prevented the Al Saud from taking over much of
the gulf coast where they had established protectorates with sev-
eral ruling dynasties. They also opposed Abd al Aziz’s efforts to
extend his influence beyond the Transjordanian, Syrian, and Iraqi
deserts because of their own imperial interests. To the west, the
British were allied with the ashraf who ruled the Hijaz from their
base in Mecca. The Pritish actually encouraged the Sharif of Mecca
to revolt against the Ottomans and so open a second front against
them in World War 1.

In this situation, Abd al Aziz had nc choice but 10 focus his at-
tentions on Hail. This action caused problems with the Ikhwan
because, unlike Mecca and Medina, Hail had no religious sig-
nificance and the Wahhabis had no particular quarrel with the Al
Rashid who controlled it. The ashraf in Mecca, however, were
another story. The Wahhabis had long borne a grudge against the
ashraf because of their traditional opposition to Wahhabism. The
ruler, Sharif Hussein, had made the situation worse by forbidding
the Ikhwan to make the pilgrimage and then seeking non-Muslim,
British help against the Muslim Ottomans.

In the end, Abd al Aziz was largely successful in balancing the
Ikhwan’s interests with his own limitations. In 1919 the Ikhwan
completely destroyed an army that Hussein had sent against them
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near the town of Turabah, which lay between the Hijaz and Najd.
The Tkhwan so completely destroyed the troops of the Sharif that
no forces were ieft to defend the Hijaz, and the entire area cowered
under the threat of a Wahhabi attack. In spite of this, Abd al Aziz
restrained the Ikhwan and managed to direct them toward Hail,
which they took easily in 1921. The Ikhwan went beyond Hail,
however, and pushed into central Transjordan where they
challenged Hussein’s son, Abd Allah, wnose rule the British were
trying to establish after the war. At this point, Abd al Aziz again
had to rein in his troops to avoid further problems with the British.

In the matter of the Hijaz, Abd al Aziz was rewarded for his
patience. By 1924 Hussein had grown no stronger militarily and
had been weakened politically. When the Ottoman sultan, who had
held the title of caliph, was deposed at the end of World War I,
Sharif Hussein took the title for himself. He had hoped that the
new honor would gain him greater Muslir support, but the op-
posite happened. Many Muslims were offended that Hussein should
handle Muslirn tradiiion in such cavalier fashion and began to ob-
ject strongly to his rule. To make matters worse for Hussein, the
British were no longer willing to prop him up after the war. Abd
al Aziz’s efforts to control the Ikhwan in Transjordan as well as
his accommodation of British interests in the gulf had proved to
them that he could act responsibly.

The Al Saud conguest of the Hijaz had been possible since the
battle at Turabah in 1919. Abd al Aziz had been waiting for the
right moment, and ir 1924 he found it. The British did not en-
courage hiin to move into Mecca and Medina, but they also gave
no indication that they would oppose him. So the Wahhabi armies
took over the area with little opposition.

Nation Building: The Rule of Abd al Aziz, 1926-53

The capture of the Hijaz complicated the basis of Abd al Aziz’s
authority. The Al Saud ruler was fundamentally a traditional Arab
clan leader who held the loyalty of various tribes because of his
spectacular successes. But Abd al Aziz was also a Wahhabi imam
who held the intense loyalty of the Ikhwan. When he became the
ruler of Mecca and Medina as well, Abd al Aziz took on the respon-
sibilities of Khadim al Haramayn (custodian of the two holy
mosques) and so assumed an important position in the wider Mus-
lim world. Further, by maintaining his authority under preasure
from the Western powers, Abd al Aziz had become the only truly
% independent Arab leader after World War I. Thus, he had a role
' to play in wider Arab politics as well.
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Door of Al Mismak Palace,
Riyadh, site of Abd al Aziz’s
attack in 1902 that began
his recovery of the kingdom
Courtesy Saudi Arabian
Information Office

In establishing his state, Abd al Aziz had to consider the vari-
ous constituencies that he served. He made some effort to gain world
Muslim approval before he moved into the Hijaz. Once the Hijaz
was under his control, he submitted to the world Muslim commu-
nity, even if only rhetorically, the question of how the area should
be ruled. When he received no response, he held an informal
referendum in which the notables of the Hijaz chose him as their
king. In the Hijaz, Abd al Aziz restrained the more fanatical of
his Wahhabi followers and eventually won the support of the local
religious authorities, or ulama.

Other Muslim couniries were not at the time in a position to
challenge Abd al Aziz. Most of the states lived under foreign rule
or mandate, and two of the countries that did not, Persia and Tur-
key, were in the midst of secular reforms.

Abd at Aziz had problems at home, however. The first and most
serious of these was the Ikhwan. The Ikhwan had no tolerance for
the concessions to life in the twentieth century that Abd al Aziz
was forced to make. They objected to machines, particularly those
used for communication, such as the telegraph, as well as to the
increasing presence of non-Muslim foreigners in the countiy. They
also continued to object to some of the practices of non-Wahhabi
Muslims. .

Most important, the Ikhwan remained eager to force their mes-
sage cn everyone. This attitude led them to attack non-Wahhabi
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Muslims, and sometimes Wahhabi Muslims as well, within Saudi
Arabia and to push beyond its borders intc Iraq. Whereas the first
sort of attacx challenged Abd al Aziz’s authority, the second caused
him problems with the British, who would nct tolerate the vioia-
tion of borders that they had set up after World War . It was largely
pecaus= of this second concern that Abd al Aziz found himself ob-
liged to take on the Ikhwan militarily. When the Wahhabi forces
continued to ignore his authority, he waged a pitched battle and
defeated them in 1929.

The way that Abd al Aziz put down the [khwan demonstrated
his ability to assemble a domestic constitvency. Throughout their
history, the Al Saud had no standing army; wher. the family had
a military objective, it had simply ussembled coalitions of tribes
and towns, or such groups as the lkhwan. In facing the Ikhwan,
Abd al Aziz built support in the same way. He went out into the
country and made his case in large and small local meetings. He
talked not only to the people who would be fighting with him, but
also to the religious authorities, seeking their advice and approval.
If the ruler wished to battle the Ikhwan, could this be sanctioned
by Islam? Or might the Ikhwan’s demand to continue their jihad
have greater justification?

In the late 1920s, the majority sided with Abd al Aziz, setiing
the foundation of the modern state. The ruler built on this foun-
dation by taking into account the interests of various groups. iie
continued to consult the ulama and, if he disagreed with them, to
work to change their opinion. One of the best examples of Abd
al Aziz’s method was his struggle to set up radio communications.
Like the Ikhwan, the ulama first opposed radio as a suspect modern
innovation for whick. there was no basis in the time of the Prophet.
Only when Abd al Aziz demonstrated that the radio could be used
to broadcast the Quran did the ulama give it their approval.

Abd al Aziz was -areful not to make more enemies than
necessary—and he triec to make those enemies he had into friends.
This aim was demonstrated in his handling of his main rivals of
the 1914-24 period, the Al Rashid of Hail and the Sharif of Mecca.
After conquering Hail, Abd al Aziz reestablished the marriage links
that his ancestor, Turki. had first forged between the two families
by marrying three of the Al Rashid widows into his family. He
made a similar effort to gain the favor of the Hashimites after tak-
ing the Hijaz. Rather than expeliing the family as a future threat,
Abd al Aziz gave some of its members large tracts of land, cnabling
them to stay in the area and prosper.

Abd al Aziz also assured himself the continued loyalty of those
groups who had been allied with him by granting them what favors
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Beduin with their flocks and traditional tents

Courtesy Aramco World
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he could, with difficulty, however, because the new Saudi king-
dom had little money in its first twenty years. Najd had never been
prosperous, and during the previous century its leaders had be-
come almost dependent on the British to help them through recur-
ring periods of famine. The British had been helpful throughout
World War I, but when the political situation in Arabia stabilized,
they became less inclined to support Abd al Aziz.

The conquest of the Hijaz and the pilgrimage revenues that went
with it considerably improved Abd al Aziz's fortune. With the
worldwide depression in the 1930s, however, pilgrimage traffic
dropped, and Saudi income from the pilgrimage was reduced by
more than half. Accordingly, there was little that Abd al Aziz could
do except to hand out what money he had in the traditional tribal
manner. As many as 2,000 people would eat daily at Abd al Aziz’s
table, but this largess was the extent of the services that his govern-
ment could provide.

The event that was to change Saudi Arabia dramatically was
the discovery of massive oil reserves in the kingdom. Oil was first
found on the Iranian side of the gulf before World War I and then
in Bahrain short'y afterward. Geologists suspected that they would
find oil in the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia as well; so in the
sarly 1930s, British and United States companies competed for the
rights to explore for oil. Standard Oil Company of California (Socal)
was the firm that won and struck small pocke.s of oil fairly quickly.
By the end of the decade, Socal discovered enormous deposits that
were close to the surface and thus inexpensive to extract (see Brief
History, ch. 3).

The Reigns of Saud and Faisal, 1953-75

Upon Abd al Aziz’s death in 1953 he was succeeded by his son,
Saud. Saud had been designated crown prince some years before
in a political act that went back to the days of Muhammad ibn
Saud and Muhammad ibn Abd al Wahhab. The new King Saud
did not prove to be a leader equal to the challenges of the times.
He was a spendthrift even before he became king, and this ten-
dency became a more crucial issue when he controlled the king-
dom’s purse strings. Saud paid huge sums to maintain tribal
acquiescence to his rule in return for recruits for an immense palace
guard, the White Army, so-called because they wore traditional
Arab dress rather than military uniforms. Revenues could not match
Saud’s expenditures for the tribes, subsidies to various foreign
groups, and his personal follies. By 1958 the riyal (for value of the
riyal—see Glossary) had to be devalued nearly 80 percent, despite
annual oil revenues in excess of US$300 million.
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Dissatisiaction grew over wasteful expenditures, the lack of de-
velopment of public projects and education institutions, and the
low wages of the growing labor force. Privileged classes had been
unknown in the early days of Abd al Aziz’s reign; his first palace
was made of the same sun-dried mud bricks that the peasants used,
shaykhs and beduin herdsmen called each other by their first names,
and the clothing of rich and poor was quite similar.

Dissatisfaction came from many sources, chief of which were a
few of the more liberal princes and the sons of the rising middle
class educated abrcad. In an effort to discourage the formation of
critical attitudes, college students abroad were forbidden to major
in law, political science, or related areas. Further evidence of dis-
content was reflected in 1956 when Arabian American Oil Com-
pany (Aramco) Saudi workers called a second strike, the first having
occurred in 1953. Saud issued a royal decree in June 1956 forbid-
ding further strikes under penalty of dismissal.

In foreign relations, Saud followed the inclinations of his father;
he promoted Arab unity and, in cooperation with Gamal Abdul
Nasser of Egypt, demanded the liberation of Palestine. Saudi Ara-
bia’s ties with Egypt had been strengthened by a mutual defense
pact in October 1955. Together Nasser and Saud assisied in financ-
ing an effort to discourage Jordan from joining the Western-
sponsored Baghdad Pact. When French, British, and Israeli forces
invaded Egypt in 1956 as a result of Nasser’s nationalization of
the Suez Canal, Saud granted the equivalent of US$10 million to
Egypt, severed diplomatic relations with Britain and France, and
placed an embargo on oil shipments to both countries.

United States-Saudi relations also declined during the early years
of Saud’s reign. Nationalists criticized the leasing of Dhahran’s
air base to the United States, calling it a concession to Western
imperialism. In 1954 the United States Point Four economic aid
mission was terminated.

Saudi policy toward the United States became more favorable
following United States condemnation of the British, French, and
Israeli attack on Egypt in 1956. During Saud’s successful 1957 visit
to the United States, in a conference with President Dwight D.
Eisenhower, Saud supported the Eisenhower Doctrine and agreed
to a five-year renewal of the lease of the air base at Dhahran.

But as Western relations improved, those with Egypt worsened.
Egypt and Saudi Arabia had been drawn together because of their
mutual interest in opoosing foreign interveniion in the Arab world.
Beyond that point, all similarity of objectives vanished. Nasser had
deposed a king in Egypt and was encouraging revolutioaary
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attitudes in other Arab countries. His notions of Arab unity were
abhorrent to Saud and to many Saudis who wished to preserve an
independent kingdom. Furthermore, the Egyptians trafficked with
the Soviet Union, from whom the Saudis had declined an arms
offer and with whom they had suspended diplomatic recognition
because of their opposition to atheism. The presence of large num-
bers of Egyptian military attachés and teachers in Saudi Arabia
caused concern among the Saudis that, at the very least, unaccept-
able views would circulate. Saudi officials were surprised when Syria
and Egypt merged in 1958 to form the United Arab Republic. Yet
the shock generated by news of the union paled before the subse-

quent disclosures of an alleged conspiracy by Saud to subvert the

venture and to assassinate Nasser.

The embarrassed senior members of the royal family had also
become increasingly unhappy over Saud’s tendency to appoint his
inexperienced young sons to major government positions rather
than older, more seasoned family members. They feared that such
appointments indicated a plan to transfer the succession to his off-
spring as opposed to the traditional practice of selecting the most
senior and experienced family member as leader. These fears, com-
bined with their concern over Saud’s profligate spending and the
alleged assassination plot, increased family dissatisfaction to the
point that senior members of Al Saud pressured Saud to relinquish
power to Faisal.

On March 24, 1958, Saud issued a royal decree giving Faisal
executive powers in foreign and internal affairs, including fiscal
planning. As a result of Faisal’s initiation of an austerity program
in 1959 that included a reduction of subsidies to the royal family,
the budget was balanced, currency stabilized, and embarrassing
national debts paid.

The reductions in the royal household budget incensed Saud and
his circle, and a dispute arising out of Saud’s desire to give full
control of a Hijaz oil refinery to one of his sons made Faisal’s po-
sition increasingly precarious. In January 1961, Faisal and his
Council of Ministers tendered their resignations.

Saud assumed the post of prime minister and made another
brother, the progressive Talal, minister of finance and national
economy. A new cabinet was formed composed of mauy Western-
educated commoners. Talal, concluding that Saud had mis-
represented his intentions to engage his support, departed for Cairo,
taking several air force officers and their airplanes with him. Civil
war broke out in Yemen in September 1962, and Egyptian forces
arrived to buttress the revolutionaries against the Saudis, who sup-
ported the overthrown royalist government.
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Faisal was reappointed as deputy prime minister and minister
of foreign affairs in March 1962, and exercised executive power
on behalf of Saud, who was in the United States for medical treat-
ment. In October 1962, the ulama and many princes urged Faisal
to accept the post of monarch, but he declined, citing a promise
to his farher to support Saud. Instead, Faisal again became prime
minister, named Khalid deputy prime minister, and formed a
government. He took command of the armed forces and quickly
restored their loyalty and morale.

The following month, Faisal announced a ten-point plan for re-
form. Projected changes in the government included promises to
create a consultative council, establish local government, and form
an independent judiciary with a supreme judicial council composed
of secular and religious members. He pledged to strengthen Islam
and to reform the Committees for the Propagation of Virtue and
Prevention of Vice (also known as the Committees for Public Moral-
ity, or mutawwiin). Progress was to be ensured by the regulation of
economic and commercial activities, and there was to be a sustained
effort to develop the country’s resources. Social reforms would in-
clude provisions for social security, unemployment compensation,
educational scholarships, and the abolition of slavery. Consultations
between Faisal and President John F. Kennedy led to promises of
United States support of Faisal’s plans for reform and of Saudi Ara-
bia’s territorial integrity. Diplomatic relations were reestablished with
Britain and France, and debts to them were repaid.

Faisal’s projects and the budgetary allowance necessary to mod-
ernize the armed forces for their engagement in Yemen meant that
the king’s personal income had to be cut. In March 1964, a royal
decrze endorsed by the royal family and the ulama reduced Saud’s
powers and his personal budget. The response from Saud, who
had been on an extended and expensive tour of Europe with a large
entourage, was outrage. Saud tried to garner support for a return
to power, but the royal family and ulama held firm. On Novem-
ber 2, 1964, the ulama issued a final fatwa, or religious decree, on
the matter. Saud was deposed, and Faisal was declared king. This
decision terminated almost a decade of external and internal pres-
sure to depose Saud and to assert the power and integrity of con-
servative forces within the Al Saud.

During his reign, Saud had largely cut himself off from the
citizenry, relying heavily on his advisers, many of whom were
primarily concerned with acquiring personal wealth and power.
Faisal, in contrast, despite working long hours on affairs of state,
made himself available to the public daily in the traditional maijlis,
followed by a meal open to anyone. During the times he had acted
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as prime minister for Saud, Faisal had strengthened the power of
the Council of Ministers and in 1954 had been primarily responsi-
ble for the creation of the ministries of commerce and industry and
of health (see The Council of Ministers, ch. 4).

As king (1964-75), Faisal set himself the task of modernizing
the kingdom. He directed his first two official acts toward safeguard-
ing the nation from potential internal and external threats that could
thwart development. In the first month of Faisal’s reign, the Al
Saud designated Khalid, a half brother of Faisal, crown prince,
thus avoiding the kind of family power politics over succession that
had nearly destroyed Saudi hegemony in the past. Faisal charged
Sultan, another half brother serving as minister of defense and avi-
ation, with modernizing the army and establishing an air defense
system to protect the nation and its petroleum reserves from poten-
tial external and internal threats.

The king substantially increased funds to the King Abd al Aziz
University in Jiddah and opened the University of Petroleum and
Minerals in Dhahran. The emphasis on education resulted from
Faisal’s feeling that foreign influence was unavoidable as long as
the population remained undereducated and unable to assume the
country’s many demanding positions. Faisal reorganized the king-
dom’s planning agency as the Central Planning Organization to
develop priorities for economic development. As a consequence,
oil revenues were invested to stimulate growth.

Troubled by the spread of republicanism that challenged the
legitimacy of the Al Saud, Faisal called an Islamic summit confer-
ence in 1965 to reaffirm Islamic principles against the rising tide
of modern ideologies. Faisal was dedicated to Islamic ideals that
he had learned in the house of his maternal grandfather, a direct
descendant of Abd al Wahhab, the eighteenth-century initiator of
the revival of religious orthodoxy in Arabia (sce The Al Saud and
Wahhabi Islam, 1500-1818, this ch.). Faisal was raised in a Spar-
tan atmosphere, unlike most of his half brothers, and was en-
couraged by his mother to develop values consonant with tribal
leadership. Faisal’s religious idealism did not diminish his secular
effectiveness. For him, political leadership was a religious act that
demanded thoughtfulness, dignity, and integrity. Respect for Faisal
increased in the Arab world based on the remarkable changes within
Saudi Arabia, his reputation as a stalwart enemy of Zionism, and
his rapidly increasing financial power.

Faisal proceeded cautiously but emphatically to introduce
Western technology. He was continually forced to deal with the
insistent demands of his Westernized associates to move faster and
the equally vociferous urgings of the ulama to move not at all. He
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chose the middle ground, not merely in a spirit of compromise to
assuage the two forces, but because he earnestly believed that the
correct religious orientation would mitigate the adverse effects of
modernization. For example, in 1965 the first Saudi television
broadcasts offended some Saudis. One of Faisal’s nephews went
so far as to lead an assault on one of the new studios and was later
killed in a shoot-out with the police. Such a family tragedy did not,
however, cause Faisal to withdraw his support for the television
project.

Faisal’s reign initiated a massive education program. Expendi-
tures for education increased to an annual level of approximately
10 percent of the budget. Vocational training centers and insti-
tutes of higher education were built in addition to the more than
125 elementary and secondary schools built annually. Women’s
demands, increasingly vocalized, led to the establishment of elemen-
tary schools for girls. These schools were placed under religious
conirol to pacify those who were opposed to education for women.
Health centers also multiplied (see Education; Health, ch. 2).

Regional affairs within the peninsula, with the exception of
Yemen, primarily concerned boundary disputes. In August 1965,
Saudi Arabia and Jordan reached a final determination of their
boundaries. In 1965 Saudi Arabia also agreed on border delinea-
tions with Qatar. The Continental Shelf Agreement with Iran in
October 1968 established the separate rights of Iran and Saudi
Arabia in the Persian Gulf, and an agreemewnt was reached to dis-
courage foreign intervention there. The formation of the United
Arab Emirates (UAE) in 1971 did not receive official recognition
until the settlement of the long-standing Al Buraymi Oasis dispute
in 1975.

Saudi Arabia’s largest oroblem within the peninsula remained
the settlement of the Yemen crisis. Egyptian aircraft bombed royalist
installations and towns in southern Saudi Arabia in November 1962.
Saudi Arabia responded by closing its two Egyptian banks, an ac-
tion countered by Egypt’s sequestration of all Saudi Arabian
property holdings in Egypt. In August 1965, Faisal and Nasser
agreed at Jiddah to an immediate cease-fire, the termination of
Saudi aid to the royalists, and the withdrawal of Egyptian forces.
In 1965 at Harad in Yemen, Saudi Arabia and Egypt sponsored
a meeting of Yemeni representatives from the opposing sides. The
conference became deadlocked, and hostilities resumed after the
promised Egyptian troop withdrawals commenced. The royalists
claimed extensive victories. The Egyptians, incensed at what they
believed was renewed Saudi intervention, announced that they
would not withdraw their remaining troops.
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Saud, then living in Egypt, personally gave US$1 million to
republicans of the Yemen Arab Republic (YAR—North Yemen)
and made broadcasts from its capital and from Cairo, stating his
intention to return to rule ‘‘to save the people and land of Saudi
Arahia.”’ A series of terrorist bomb attacks in Saudi Arabia against
residences of the royal family and United States and British per-
sonnel led to the arrests of a group, including seventeen Yemenis,
accused of the sabotage. They were found guilty and were pub-
licly beheaded in accordance with the law. Egyptian and Saudi dis-
agreements over Yemen were not resolved until the Khartoum
Conference of August 1967.

In the aftermath of the June 1967 War between Israel and vari-
ous Arab states, the disputes between Arab governments took sec-
ond place to what the Arabs called the ‘‘alien threat’ of Israel.
Faisal’s influence at Arab conferences continued to increase, his
position strengthened by the enormous revenues with which he
could make good his commitments, and by his irreproachable repu-
tation as a pious Muslim. Faisal’s pan-Islamic pronouncements
took concrete form during the June 1967 War, when an Islamic
nation, Jordan, received a direct threat to its existence and that
same ‘‘infidel power,’’ Israel, seized and retained Jerusalem, the
third holiest city of Islam.

At the Khartoum Conference, Kuwait, Libya, and Saudi Arabia
agreed to set up a fund equivalent to US$378 million to be dis-
tributed among countries that had suffered from the June 1967 War.
The Saudi contribution would be US$140 million. The monies were
intended not only to ease this situation but also to buttress their
political bargaining power. Egypt no longer could continue expen-
sive commitments to the war in Yemen, and Nasser and Faisal
agreed to a compromise proposed by Sudan for financial and eco-
nomic withdrawals in Yemen. The conferees agreed neither to
recognize nor to make peace with Israel and to continue to work
for the rights of Palestinians.

A fire in the Al Agsa Mosque in Jerusalem on August 21, 1969,
prompted the Islamic Summit Conference of September 1969 in
Rabat, Morocco. Representatives agreed to intensify their efforts
to ensure the prompt withdrawal of Israeli military forces in the
occupied lands and to pursue an honorable peace.

Having increased econcmic power, Saudi Arabia in July 1973
threatened to reduce oil deliveries if the United States did not seek
to equalize its treatment of £gypt and Israel. The threat was real-
ized during the October 1973 War between Israel and Egypt and
Syria, when the Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Coun-
tries imposed a general rise in oil prices and an oil embargo on
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major oil consumers that were either supporters of Israel or allies
of its supporters. The embargo was a political protest aimed at ob-
taining Israeli withdrawal from occupied Arab territory and recog-
nition of the rights of the Palestinian people.

At an Arab conference held in Algiers in November 1973, Saudi
Arabia agreed with all the participants except the representative
of Jordan to recognize the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO)
as the legitimate representative of the Palestinian people. Jordan’s
King Hussein refused to participate but was encouraged by Faisal
to attend the follow-up conference in October 1974 in Rabat. At
this meeting, Hussein gave his reluctant agreement to the proposal
that the PLO should be the negotiators with Israel over the estab-
lishment of a Palestinian entity in the territory occupied by Israel.
In return Saudi Arabia promised Hussein US$300 million a year
for the next four years.

As a result of the 1973 agreements that tripled the price of crude
oil in response to the October 1973 War, Saudi Arabia acquired
vastly increased revenues to devote to domestic pregrams. However,
Faisal’s failing health, overwork, and age prevented him from for-
mulating a coherent development plan before he was assassinated
on March 25, 1975. He was shot by his nephew, a disgruntled
brother of the nephew killed in the 1965 television station incident.

The Reign of Khalid, 1975-82

Following the assassination, Crown Prince Khalid immediately
succeeded to the throne and received the oaths, formal pledges of
support from the family and tribal leaders, within the traditional
three days. Fahd, the minister of interior, was named crown prince,
as expected.

Khalid’s preparation for ruling a modern state included accom-
panying Faisal on foreign missions and representing Saudi Arabia
at the United Nations. He was a quiet but influcntial figure within
the royal family. He was known, for instance, to have rallied the
family to support Faisal in the ouster of Saud in 1964. The calm
strength and consistency that he displayed during this delicate and
potentially dangerous crisis in many ways typified his reign.
Although he ruled quietly, he ruled effectively anc was consider-
ably more than the figurehead many had expected him to be.

Khalid’s leadership style was remarkably different from Faisal’s.
He was more liberal in terms of informing the press of the ration-
ale behind foreign policy decisions. Although he largely used the
same policy-making team a3 Faisal had, he allowed them greater
latitude in decision making within their separate portfolios. In
regional affairs, he permitted the governors considerably more
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autonomy and even authorized their use of discretionary funds.
Above all, he valued consensus and the team approach to problem
solving.

The new king’s first diplomatic coup was the conclusion in April
1975 of a demarcation agreement concerning the Al Buraymi Oasis,
where the frontiers of Abu Dhabi, Oman, and Saudi Arabia meet.
Claims and counterclaims over this frontier area had exacerbated
relations among the three states for years. The “uccessful conclu-
sion of negotiations under Khalid’s aegis added to his stature as
a statcsman among knowledgeable observers of the peninsula po-
litical scene.

In April 1976, Khalid made state visits to all the gulf states in
the hope of promoting closer relations with his peninsular neigh-
bors. These early visits, in retrospect, probably laid the founda-
tion for the later establishment of the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC). Coinciding with Khalid’s visits to neighboring states, Iran
called for a formal, collective security arrangement of the shaykh-
doms of the Persian Gulf. This proposal, although not summarily
rejected, was received with great coolness by the Saudi government,
as wary of Iran’s hegcmomstlc pretensions as of Irag’s.

Probably the most sensitive areas of Saudi Arzabia’s relations with
its neighbors during Khalid’s reign were its relations with the YAR
and the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (PDRY~South
Yemen). Despite the establishment of relations with the YAR after
the conclusion of its civil war in 1967 and massive Saudi aid, rela-
tions remained strained and marked by mutual distrust. The YAR
government objected to Saudi subsidies to Yemeni tribes critical
of it and felt that Saudi Arabia considered North Yemen a con-
venient buffer state to protect the kingdom against the PDRY, a
major recipient of Soviet arms.

In a reorganization of the Council of Ministers in late 1975,
Khalid named Crown Prince Fahd deputy prime minister and desig-
nated Abd Allah (another half brother and the commander of the
Saudi Arabian National Guard) as second deputy prime minister
(sce The Royal Family, ch. 4; Saudi Arabian National Guard,
ch. 5).

Fahd, who had already participated in major decisions, became
chief spokzsman for the kingdom and a major architect of Saudi
economic development, foreign affairs, and oi! policy. In 1976 a
major concern of the Saudi government was the civil war in Lebanon.,
Although strongly committed to the official Saudi position that op-
posed outside intervention or interference in Lebanese affairs, Fahd
nevertheless was instrumental in setting up a League of Arab States
(Arab League) peacekeeping force. Despite this increasing reliance
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on Fahd, the strains of office began to tell on Khalid, forcing him
to return to the United States for successful open-heart surgery in
Cleveland, Ohio.

Much of the kingdom’s attention in the late 1970s and early 1980s
was focused on the construction of the Yanbu al Bahr and Al Jubayl
industrial complexes, to diversify the kingdom’s industrial base (see
Non-Oil Industrial Sector, ch. 3). In addition to expanding indus-
trial and petroieum facilities, one of Khalid’s major domestic ac-
complishments was his emphasis on agricultural development (see
Modern Agriculture, ch. 3).

In the field of foreign affairs, United States-Saudi relations con-
tinued to be cordial under Khalic, although Saudi Arabia remained
frustrated by perceived United States intransigence in the settle-
ment of the Palestinian problem. In a january 1978 meeting with
President Jimmy Carter in Riyadh, the king insisted that peace
in the area could be achieved only by the complete Israeli with-
drawal from occupied territories, as well as self-determination and
resettlement rights for the Palestinians.

Another topic reportedly discussed in Riyadh during this meet-
ing was Soviet penetration and growing influence through arms
sales and treaties of friendship with the two Yemens. Five months
after the Riyadh meeting, Khalid asked Carter to sell advanced
fighter planes to Saudi Arabia to assist in countering communist
aggression in the area. The first delivery of the sixty F-15s under
the agreement approved by Carter arrived in the kingdom in Janu-
ary 1982. The sale and delivery of the F~15s, the subsequent United
States release of sophisticated equipment to enhance the capabili-
ties of the aircraft, and the negotiations resulting in the approval
of the airborne warning and control system (AWACS) aircraft owed
much to Khalid’s insistence on Saudi Arabia’s being treated as a
full partner in all United States-Saudi areas of joint concern.

The Iranian Islamic Revolution of 1979 caused major Saudi con-
cern about its neighbors in the region. Moreover, as a result of
the peace treaty between Egypt and Israel known as the Camp
Pavid Accords, on March 26, 1979, Xhalid broke relations with
Egypt and led in secking Arab economic sanctions against Egypt.

Some thought in 1979 that traditionalism was no longer a strong
force in Saudi Arabia. This idea was disproved when 500 dissi-
dents invaded and seized the Grand Mosque in Mecca on Novem-
ber 20, 1979. The leader of the dissidents, Juhaiman al Utaiba,
a Sunni, was from one of the foremost families of Najd. His grand-
father had ridden with Abd al Aziz in the early decades of the cen-
tury, and other family members were among the foremost of the
Ikhwan. Juhaiman said that his justification was that the Al Saud
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had lost its legitimacy through corruption, ostentation, and mind-
less imitation of the West—virtually an echo of his grandfather’s
charge in 1921 against Abd al Aziz. Juhaiman’s accusations against
the Saudi monarchy closely resembled Ayatollah Sayyid Ruhollah
Musavi Khomeini’s diatribes against the shah of Iran.

The Saudi leadership was stunned and initially paralyzed by the
takeover. The Grand Mosque surrounds the Kaaba, symbol of the
oneness of God. The courtyard is one of the sites where the hajj,
the fifth pillar of Islam, is enacted (see Pilgrimage, ch. 2). Because
of the holiness of the place, no non-Muslims may enter the city
of Mecca. Furthermore, all holy places come under a special in-
Jjunction in Islam. It is forbidden to shed blood there or to deface
or to pollute them in any way. Despite careful planning on Juhai-
man’s part, a guard was shot dead by one of the nervous dissi-
dents. Such a desecration is a major violation under Islamic law
and merits crucifixion for the convicted offender.

Juhaiman’s party included women as well as men, other penin-
sular Arabs, and a few Egyptians. A score of the dissidents were
unemployed graduates of the kingdom's seminary in Medina. They
had provisions for the sie e they expected as well as extensive sup-
plies of arms.

The government’s initial attempts to rout the dissidents were
stymied. Before any military move could be authorized, the ulama
had to issue a dispensation to allow the bearing of arms in a holy
place. When the religious problems were solved by announcement
of the ulama’s ruling, logistical problems bogged down the efforts
of the military and the national guard for several days. Finally,
two weeks later th. military effort succeeded and the dissidents were
dislodged. All the surviving males were eventually beheaded in the
squares of four Saudi cities.

Far from discounting the efforis of the rebels, the leaders exam-
ined themselves and their policies more closely. Khalid, particu-
larly, was sensitive to their complaints. Many of the dissidents had
come from two of the tribes that traditionally have been recruited
for the national guard. Khalid had spent much time with these
people in the desert.

Compounding the problems for the regime were Shia riots in
Al Qatif, in the Eastern Province, two weeks after the siege of the
Grand Mosque. Many of the rioters bore posters with Khomeini's
picture. Although these were not the first Shia protests in the king-
dom (others had occurred in 1970 and 1978 in response to dis-
criminatory treatment of Shia by the government), the December
rioters had become emboldened by Khomeini’s triumphal return
to Iran in early 1979. Up to 20,000 national guard troops were
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immediately moved into the Eastern Province. Several demonstra-
tors were killed and hundreds reportedly arrested.

Almost visibly shaken by the takeover of the mosque and the
Shia disturbances, the Saudi leadership announced in the after-
math of these events that a consultative council (ma)lis ash shura)
soon would be formed. The Shia disturbances in the Eastern
Province encouraged the government to take a closer look at con-
ditions there. Although it was clear that the Shia had been inspired
by Khomeini, it was also obvious that repression and imprison-
ment were stopgap solutions and as likely to promote greater
resistance as to quell it. Further, the Shia lived in the area of the
kingdom most vulnerable to sabotage, where numerous oil and gas
pipelines crisscross the terrain. Aramco had refused to discriminate
against the Shia in hiring practices and had a preponderance of
Shia employees. This policy resulted from the location of Aramco’s
activities and also because Aramco employment offered the Shia
the best chance for mobility.

Compared with other towns in the Eastern Province, the pre-
dominantly Shia towns of Al Qatif and Al Hufuf were neglected
areas. The Shia lacked decent schools, hospitals, roads, and sewer-
age and had inadequate electrification and water supplies. Violent
Shia demonstrations occurred once again in February 1980, and,
although they were as harshly repressed as the previous ones, the
deputy minister of interior, Amir Ahmad ibn Abd al Aziz Al Saud,
was directed to draw up a comprehensive plan to improve the stan-
dard of living in Shia areas. His recommendations, which were
immediately accepted and implemented, included an electrifica-
tion project, swamp drainage, the construction of schools and a
hospital, street lighting, and loans for home construction.

In early November 1980, a week before Ashura—the most im-
portant Shia religious observance, which commemorates the death
of Husayn—the government announced a new US$240 million
project for Al Qatif. Also shortly before Ashura, Fahd ordered the
release of 100 Shia arrested in the November 1979 and February
1980 disturbances. Five days after Ashura, which was peaceful,
Khalid toured the area—the first such visit by a Saudi monarch.
Co-optation, which served the Saudi leadership so well with the
general populace, also seemed the palliative for the Shia problem.

After the troubles of 1979 and 1980, the Saudi leadership began
to take a more assertive role in world leadership. Saudi Arabia ob-
tained agreement on the kingdom as the site of the meeting of the
Organization of the Islamic Conference in January 1981. Hosting
wre conference of thirty-eight Muslim heads of state was seen as
a vehicle for refurbishing the Saudi image of ‘‘custodian of the two
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holy mosques.’’ Also, the kingdom wished to present an alterna-
tive to the Islamic radicalism of Libya’s Muammar al Qadhafi and
Iran’s Khomeini, both of whom had caused Saudi Arabia concern
in the previous two years.

Shortly after the conference, the Saudi leadership announced the
formation of the GCC project long favored by Khalid. Khalid and
Fahd had been campaigning actively for such an organization for
some time. The GCC includcd the six states of the peninsula that
have similar political institutions, social conditions, and economic
resources: Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the
United Arab Emirates. The aim of the GCC, as it was formally
announced at its first summit in May 1981, was to coordinate and
unify economic, industrial, and defense policies.

In the late 1970s, Saudi Arabia faced a host of regional problems.
In addition to the Palestinian problem, early in Khalid’s reign the
civil war in Lebanon began. In December 1979, the Soviet Union
invaded Afghanistan, and in September 1980 Iraq attacked Iran
over suzerainty of the Shatt al Arab waterway. Saudi Arabia feared
the conflict between Iran and Iraq might spread down the Persian
Gulf. Furthermore, because Iraq and Iran were so engaged, a
unique opportunity existed of forming an alliance that excluded
them both. The two Yemens, who registered their outrage at ex-
clusion from the GCC, continued to be among serious Saudi con-
cerns. The Soviet Union appeared to be increasing its influence
in both Yemeni nations.

One month after the GCC second summit meeting in Riyadh,
the Shia attempted a coup d’état in Bahrain in December 1981.
The insurgents, most of whom were captured, included Shia from
Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, reminding the Saudis of one of their
potential causes of discontent.

In another regional development, the Saudis were angry at the
Syrians for having signed a Treaty of Friendship and Coopera-
tion with the Soviet Union. The Saudis, however, remained con-
ciliatory in the hope of maintaining the facade of Arab unity and
also 30 that they could function as mediators. In December 1980,
when Jordanian and Syrian trocps faced each other ready for con-

frontation, Amir Abd Allah was sent to avert a crisis. Abd Allah,

whose mother hailed from a Syrian tribe and who maintained ex-
cellent personal relations there, was successful.

Fahd was especially active in advancing Saudi foreign policy ob-
jectives. He is credited with averting an escalation of tensions be-
tween Algeria and Morocco in May 1981. His major effort in 1980
and 1981 was in devising some alternative to the divisive Camp
David Accords, which had isolated Egypt. Before there could be
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a Saudi-Egyptian rapprochement, a face-saving resolution to
Egypt’s agreement with Is-ael was necessary to preserve Saudi Ara-
bia’s legitimacy as an Arab mediator.

In August 1981, prior to Egyptian president Anw v a~ €~ ."
departure for the United States to discurs the res .. . _—
peace process, Fahd proposed his own peace pla-

Arab-Israeli conflict. The Fahd Plan, as it became ). -~

the necessity for a comprehensive sett.ement that . -~

ation of a Palestinian state and Arab recognition of 1.- -~

to exist in exchange for Israeli withdrawal from the We-

the Gaza Strip. Although the plan was endorsed by the

sident Palestinians, Libya, and Syria rejected it, leading to an eari v
close of the Arab Summit in Fez, Morocco, in November 1981 (see
Arab Nationalism, ch. 4).

The Reign of Fahd, 1982-

Fahd, already the major spokesman for the S7udi regime, be-
came even more active as Khalid’s health steadily deteriorated. This
visibility and experience stood him in geod stead when Khalid died
after a short illness on June 14, 1982; Fahd immediately assumed
power, and Ahd Allah, head of the national guard, became crown
prince. One of the first problems thzt the new king faced was a
20 percent drop in oil revenues, as a result of a world oil surplus
that developed by 1982 (see Economic Policy Making, ch. 3).
Despite the fall in revenues, until the oil price crash of 1966 Saudi
Arabia did not make significant changes in the oil poiicies it fol-
lowed beginning in the oil boom years from 1974 onward.

The reduction in Saudi Arabia’s wealth has not decreased its
influence in the Arab world. The kingdom, and Fahd in particu-
lar, have played a mediating role in inter-Arab conflicts. Saudi Ara-
bia continued, for inctance, its efforts to stop the fighting in
Lebanon. In 1989 King Fahd brought most of the Lebanese Na-
tional Assembly, both Christian and Muslim deputies, to the Saudi
resort city of At Taif. At the time, the aszembly had been unable
to meet in Lebanon because of military clashes and political vio-
lence. Once iu At Taif, however, the Lebanese deputies voted on
a plan for reform and were eventually able to elect a new presi-
dent. Fahd’s actions did not solve the problems in Lebanon, but
they helped to end a particular stage of the conflict.

In November 1987, Saudi Arabia reestablished diplomatic re-
lations with Egypt. King Fahd visited Egypt in March 1989 and
received an enthusiastic welcome on the streets of Cairo. His visit
signified the end of Egypt’s temporary isolation within the Arab
world. Although Egypt was the country of Nasser, one of the most
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charismatic figures of the mode n Arab world, the visit of a Saudi
king symbolized Egypt’s return to the Arab family.

» * L

The best and most accessible book on Saudi Arabia before 1984
is Robert Lacey’s The Kingdom: Arabiu and the Hcuse of Saud. Lacey
begins essentially with Abd al Aziz’s rise to powes, the establish-
ment of the modern state, and the difficulties faced by Abd al Aziz’s
successors. A more analytical discussion of comparable material
is found in Christine Moss Helms’s The Cohesion of Saudi Arabia.
Information on Abd al Aziz’s relationship with the Ikhwan exists
in John S. Habib’s Ibn Sa’ud’s Warriers of Islam.

The leading book for the history of Al Saud before Abd al Aziz
is R. Bayly Winder’s Saud: Arabia in the Nineteenth Century. For the
period of Muhammad ibn Saud and Muhammad ibn Abd al Wah-
hab, see George Rentz’s article, ‘‘Wahhabism and Saudi Arabia.”’
Little has been written on Arabia in medieval times. Much infor-
mation exists, however, on the early Islamic period; the principal
Western autlior on the subject is W. Montgomery Watt. Anyone
interested in a Muslim presentation of the subject should consider
Mohamed Hassanein Haykal’s The Life of Muhammad. For the pe-
riod before Islam, see the first two chapters of Philip K. Hitti’s
History of the Arabs. (For further information and complete citations,
see Bibliography.)
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SAUDI ARABIA IN THE 1990s was a society of contrasts. After
three decades of intense modernization, the country’s urban
infrastructure was highly developed and technologically sophisti-
cated. Excellent hospitals, clinics, schools, colleges, and universities
offered free medical care and education to Saudi citizens. Shop-
ping malls displayed Pari; fashions; supermarkets sold vegetables
flown in from the Netherlands; restaurants offered Tex-Mex,
Chinese, or haute cuisine; and amusement centers with separate
hours for male and female patrons dotted the urban landscape.
Suburban neighborhoods with single-family houses and swimming
pools hidden behind high walls ringed commercial districts, and
satellite communications made a telephone call from Riyadh to New
York as fast and as clear as a call to New York from Connecticut.
Massive oil revenues had brought undreamed-of wealth to the
kingdom. Affluence, however, proved a two-edged sword. The
dilemma that Saudis faced in the 1990s was to preserve their cul-
tural and religious heritage while realizing the advantages that such
wealth might bring. The regime sought to acquire Western tech-
nology while maintaining those values that were central to Saudi
society. :
It was not an easy quest. The country has its roots in Wahhabhisrm
(see Glossary), an eighteenth-century reform movement that called
for a return to the purity and simplicity of the early Islamic com-
munity. It was the alliance between the Wahhabi religious reformers
and the House of Saud (Al Saud) that provided the Arabs of the

peninsula with a new and compelling focus for their loyalties and

helped to forge the unification of the peninsula under the leader-
ship of Abd al Aziz ibn Abd ar Rahman Al Saud.

The kingdom was rooted in religion-based conservatism stem-
ming from the Wahhabi reform movement. The strength of conser-
vative opinion grew even as the pace of economic change increased.
Religious conservatives and modernizers disagreed on what kinds
of technology might be used appropriately and how best to use the
kingdom’s vast wealth. The dichotomy between the two was at the
heart of much of the country’s political affairs. There was, none-
theless unanimous accord that Saudi Arabia’s modernization—
whatever form it might take—reflect its Islamic values.

Massive urbanization and the altered economic situation have
fueled both the forces of change and conservatism. Urbanization
brought with it new social groups—students, technical experts, and
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a vast corps of foreign workers among them. The government has
made every effort to insulate the population from the influence of
the foreign community; the task grew more difficult as the num-
ber of non-Saudis in the work force increased. Expansion of educa-
tional and economic opportunities polarized those who had pursued
secular studies and those who had pursued religious studies.

Saudi Arabia stood with one foot firmly placed among the most
highly developed nations of the world, yet the other foot lagged
behind. Almost one-third of the population lived in rural areas very
distant from developed urban centers, some living as nomadic and
seminomadic herdsmen, and some as oasis agricultural workers.
Other families were divided, caught between the devaluation of
local products and the rising cost of living that accompanied de-
velopment. Men went to distant towns to work as drivers, laborers,
or soldiers in the Saudi Arabian National Guard, and women were
left to tend family plots and livestock and raise children. Medical
care and schooling were available to much of the population but
were often located far from rural areas. For many rural people,
lack of knowledge, a lack of incentive, illiteracy, physical distance,
and bureaucratic obstacles limited access to the resources of Saudi
Arabia’s burgeoning society.

Saudi Arabia’s population also presented a picture of cultural
contrasts. On the one hand, Saudi people felt 2 strong, almost tan-
gible conviction in the rightness of trying to live one’s life accord-
ing to God’s laws as revealed through the Quran and the life of
the Prophet Muhammad. On the other hand, the interpretation
of what it meant to live according to God’s laws had assumed differ-
ent meanings to different groups of people: some wished to adjust
traditional values to the circumstances of the present; others wished
to adjust the circumstances of the present to traditional values. In
no aspect of Saudi society was this tension more manifest than in
the question of the role of women. The conservative view favored
complete separation of women from men in public life, with the

* education of women aevoted to domestic skills, whereas the lib-
eral view sought to transform ‘‘separation values’’ into ‘‘modesty
values,’’ allowing the expansion of women’s opportunities in work
and education.

Politically, the early 1990s saw unprecedented expressions of po-
litical dissidence born of the economic imbalances and shifting so-
cial boundaries produced by the development process. in petitions
to the king for reform in the political system and political sermons
in the mosques, Saudis have sought representation in government
decision making. They have begun to ask who should control the
fruits of oil production, who should decide the allocation of
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resources, and whose version of the just society should be rendered
into law? But among opposition voices there was another contrast:
some demanded representation to ensure that the governing sys-
tem viould enforce sharia (Islamic law), whereas others demanded
representation to ensure protection for the individual from arbitrary
religious or political judgments.

The Persian Gulf War of 1991 has exacerbated these contrasts:
as Saudi Arabia becomes more dependent on the United States
militarily, the need to assert cultural independence from the West
becomes proportionately greater. As Saudi Arabia abandons tradi-
tional alliances in the Arab world in favor of closer ties with the
West, the need to assert its leadership as a Muslim nation among
the Muslim nations of the world becomes greater. In the early 1990s,
tradition and Westernization coexisted in uneasy balance in Saudi
Arabian society.

Geography

The kingdom occupies 80 percent of the Arabian Peninsula. Most
of the country’s boundaries with the United Arab Emirates (UAE),
Oman, and the Repullic of Yemen (formerly two separate coun-
tries: the Yemen Arab Republic, or North Yemen, and the Peo-
ple’s Democratic Republic of Yemen, or South Yemen) are
undefined, so the exact size of the country remains undetermined.
The Saudi government estimate is 2,217,949 square kilometers.
Other reputable estimates vary between 2,149,690 square kilometers
and 2,240,000 square kilometers. Less than 1 percent of the total
area is suitable for cultivation, and in the early 1990s population
distribution varied greatly among the towns of the eastern and
western coastal areas, the densely populated interior oases, and the
vast, almost empty deserts.

External Boundaries

Saudi Arabia is bounded by seven countries and three bodies
of water. To the west, the Gulf of Agaba and the Red Sea form
a coastal border of almost 1,800 kilometers that extends south to
Yemen, then follows a mountain ridge for approximately 320 kilo-
meters to the vicinity of Najran. This section of the borcer with
Yemen was demarcated in 1934 and is one of the few clearly de-
fined borders with a neighboring country The Saudi border run-
ning southeast from Najran, however, is still undetermined (see
fig. 1). The undemarcated border became an issue in the early
1990s, when oil was discovered in the area and Saudi Arabia ob-
jected to the commercial exploration by foreign companies on be-
half of Yemen. In the summer of 1992, representatives of Saudi
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Arabia and Yemen met in Geneva to discuss settlement of the
border issue.

To the north, Saudi Arabia is bounded by Jordan, Iraq, and
Kuwait. The northern boundary extends almost 1,400 kilometers
from the Gulf of Aqaba on the west to Ras al Khafji on the Per-
sian Gulf. In 1965 Saudi Arabia and Jordan agreed to boundary
demarcations involving an exchange of small areas of territory that
gave Jordan some essential additional land near Aqaba, its only
port.
In 1922 Abd 21 Aziz ibn Abd ar Rahman Al Saud (r. 1902-53)
and British officials representing Iraqi interests signed the Treaty
of Mohammara, which established the boundary between Iraq and
the future Saudi Arabia. Later that year, the Al Uqair Conven-
tion signed by the two parties agreed to the creation of a diamond-
shaped Iraq-Saudi Arabia Neutral Zone of approximately 7,000
square kilnmeters, adjacent to the western tip of Kuwait, within
which neither Iraq nor Saudi Arabia would build permanent dwell-
ings or installations. The agreement was designed to safeguard water
rights in the zone for beduin of both countries. In May 1938, Iraq
and Saudi Arabia signed an additional agreement regarding the
administration of the zone. Forty-three years later, Saudi Arabia
and Iraq signed an agreement that defined the border between the
two countries and provided for the division of the neutral zone be-
tween them. The agreement effectively dissolved the neutral zone.

The boundary between Abd al Aziz's territories of Najd and the
Eastern Province and the British protectorate of Kuwait was first
regulated by the Al Uqair Convention in 1922. In an effort to avoid
territorial disputes, another diamond-shaped Divided Zone of 5,790
square kilometers directly south of Kuwait was established. In 1938
oil was discovered in Kuwait’s southern Burqan fields, and both
countries contracted with foreign oil companies to perform explo-
ration work in the Divided Zone. After years of discussions, Saudi
Arabia and Kuwait reached an agreement in 1965 that divided the
zone geographically, with each country administering its half of
the zone. The agreement guaranteed that the rights of both par-
ties to the natural resources in the whole zone would continue to
be respected (see Brief History, ch. 3) after each country had an-
nexed its half of the zone in 1966.

Saudi Arabia’s eastern boundary follows the Persian Gulf from
Ras al Khafji to Qatar, whose border with Saudi Arabia was never
delineated following a 1965 agreement. The Saudi border with the
state of Oman, on the southeastern coast of the Arabian Peninsula,
runs through the Empty Quarter (Rub al Khali). The border demar-
cation was defined by a 1990 agreement between Saudi Arabia and
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Oman that included provisions for shared grazing rights and use
of water resources. The border through Al Buraymi Oasis, located
near the conjunction of the frontiers of Oman, Abu Dhabi (one
of the emirates of the UAE), and Saudi Arabia has triggered ex-
tensive dispute among the three states since the Treaty of Jiddah
in 1927, In a 1975 agreement with Saudi Arabia, Abu Dhabi ac-
cepted sovereignty over six villages in the Al Buraymi Oasis and
the sharing of the rich Zararah oil field. In return, Saudi Arabia
obtained an outlet to the Persian Gulf through Abu Dhabi.

Saudi Arabia’s maritime claims include a twelve-nautical-mile
territorial limit along its coasts. The Saudis also claim many small
islands as well as some seabeds and subsoils beyond the twelve-
nautical-mile limit.

Topography and Natural Regions

The Arabian Peniunsula is an ancient massif composed of stable
crystalline rock whose geologic structure developed concurrently
with the Alps. Geologic movements caused the entire mass to tilt
castward and the western and southern edges to tilt upward. In
the valley created by the fault, called the Great Rift, the Red Sea
was formed. The Great Rift runs from the Dead Sea along both
sides of the Red Sea south through Ethiopia and the lake country
of East Africa, gradually disappearing in the area of Mozambique,
Zambia, and Zimbabwe. Scientists analyzing photographs taken
by United States astronauts on the joint United States-Soviet space
mission in July 1975 detected a vast fan-shaped complex of cracks
and fault lines extending north and east from the Golan Heights.
These fault lines are believed to be the northern and final portion
of the Great Rift and are presumed to be the result of the slow
rotation of the Arabian Peninsula counterclockwise in a way that
will, in approximately 10 million years, close off the Persian Gulf
and make it a lake.

On the peninsula, the eastern line of the Great Rift fault is visi-
ble in the steep and, in places, high escarpment that parallels the
Red Sea along the Gulf of Aqaba and the Gulf of Aden. The eastern
slope of this escarpment is relatively gente, dropping to the ex-
posed shield of the ancient landmass that existed before the fault-
ing occurred. A second lower escarpment, the Jabal Tuwayq, runs
north to south through the area of Riyadh.

The northern half of the region of the Red Sea escarpment is
known as the Hijaz and the more rugged southern half as Asir.
In the south, a coastal plain, the Tihamah, rises gradually from
the sca to the mountains. Asir extends southward to the borders
of mountainous Yemen. The central plateau, Najd, extends east
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to the Jabal Tuwayq and slightly beyond. A long, narrow strip of
desert known as Ad Dahna separates Najd from eastern Arabia,
which slopes eastward to the sandy coast along the Persian Gulf.
North of Najd a larger desert, An Nafud, isolates the heart of the
peninsula from the steppes of northern Arabia. South of Naid lies
one of the largest sand deserts in the world, the Rub al Khali (see
fig. 4).

The Hijaz and Asir

The western coastal escarpment can be considered two moun-
tain ranges separated by a gap in the vicinity of Mecca. The north-
ern range in the Hijaz seldom exceeds 2,100 meters, and the
elevation gradually decreases toward the south to about 600 meteis
around Mecca. The rugged mountain wall drops abruptly to the
sea with only a few intermittent coastal plains. There are virtually
no natural harbors along the Red Sea. The western slopes have
been stripped of soil by the erosion of infrequent but turbulent rain-
falls that have fertilized the plains to the west. The eastern slopes
are less steep and are marked by dry river beds (wadis) that trace
the courses of ancient rivers and continue to lead the rare rainfalls
down to the plains. Scattered oases, drawing water from springs
and wells in the vicinity of the wadis, permit some settled agricul-
ture. Of these oases, the largest and most important is Medina.

South of Mecca, the mountains exceed 2,400 meters in several
places with some peaks topping 3,000 meters. The rugged western
face of the escarpment drops steeply to the coastal plain, the Ti-
hamah lowlands, whose width averages only sixty-five kilometers.
Along the seacoast is a salty tidal plain of limited agricultural value,
backed by potentially rich alluvial plains. The relatively well-watered
and fertile upper slopes and the mountains tehind are extensively
terraced to allow maximum land use.

The eastern slope of the mountain range in Asir is gentle, meld-
ing into a plateau region that drops gradually into the Rub al Khali.
Although rairnfall is infrequent in this area, a number of fertile
wadis, of which the most important are the Wadi Bishah and the
Wadi Tathlith, make oasis agriculture possible on a relatively large
scale. A number of extensive lava beds (harraf) scar the surfaces
of the plateaus east of the mountain ranges in the Hijaz and Asir
and give evidence of fairly recent volcanic activity. The largest of
these beds is Khaybar, north of Medina.

Najd
East of the Hijaz and Asir lies the great plateau area of Najd.
This region is mainly rocky plateau interspersed by small, sandy
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deserts and isolated mountain clumps. The best known of the moun-
tain groups is the Jabal Shammar, northwest of Riyadh and just
south of the An Nafud. This area is the home of the pastoral Sham-
mar tribes, which under the leadership of the Al Rashid were the
most implacable foes of the Al Saud in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Their capital was the large oasis of Hail, now
a flourishing urban center.

Across the peninsula as a whole, the plateau slopes toward the
cast from an elevation of 1,360 meters in the west to 750 meters
at its easternmost limit. A number of wadis cross the region in an
castward direction from the Red Sea escarpment toward the Per-
sian Gulf. There is litde pattern to these remains of ancient
riverbeds; the most important of them are Wadi ar Rummah, Wadi
as Surr, and Wadi ad Dawasir.

The heart of Najd is the area of the Jabal Tuwaygq, an arc-shaped
ridge with a steep west face that rises between 100 and 250 meters
above the plateau. Many oases exist in this area, the most impor-
tant of which are Buraydah, Unayzah, Riyadh, and Al Kharj. Out-
side the oasis areas, Najd is sparsely populated. Large salt marshes
(sabkah) are scattered throughout the area.

Northern Arabia

The area north of the An Nafud is geographically part of the
Syrian Desert. It is an upland plateau scored by numerous wadis,
most tending northeastward toward Iraq. This area, known as
Badiyat ash Sham, and covered with grass and scrub vegetation,
is extensively used for pasture by nomadic and seminomadic
herders. The most significant feature of the area is the Wadi as
Sirhan, a large basin as much &' 300 meters below the surround-
ing plateau, which is the vestige of an ancient inland sea. For thou-
sands of years, some of the heavily traveled caravan routes between
the Mediterranean and the central and southern peninsula Lave
passed through the Wadi as Sirhan. The most important oases in
the area are Al Jawf and Sakakah, just north of the An Nafud.

Eastern Arabia

East of the Ad Dahna lies the rocky As Summan Plateau, about
120 kilometers wide and dropping in elevation from about 400
meters in the west to about 240 meters in the east. The area is gener-
ally barren, with a highly eroded surface of ancient river gorge.
and isolated buttes.

Farther east the terrain changes abruptly to the flat lowlands of
the coastal plain. This area, about sixty kilometers wide, is gener-

ly featureless and covered with gravel or sand. In the north is
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the Ad Dibdibah graveled plain and in the south the Al Jafurah
sand desert, which reaches the gulf near Dhahran and merges with
the Rub al Khali at its southern end. The coast itself is extremely
irregular, merging sandy plains, marshes, and salt flats alinost im-
perceptibly with the sea. As a result, the land surface is unstable;
in places water rises almost to the surface, and the sea is shallow,
wich shoals and reefs extending far offshore. Only the construc-
tion of long moles at Ras Tanura has opened the Saudi coast on
the gulf to seagoing tankers.

Eastern Arabia is sometimes called Al Ahsa, or Al Hasa, after
the great oasis, one of the more fertile areas of the country. Al Ahsa,
the largest oasis in the country, actually comprises two neighbor-
ing oases, including the town of Al Hufuf.

The Great Deserts

Three great deserts isolate Najd from north, east, and south as
the Red Sea escarpment does from the west. In the north, the An
Nafud—sometimes called the Great Nafud because An Nafud is
the term for desert—covers about 53,000 square kilometers at an
elevation of about 1,000 meters. Longitudinal dunes—s_ores of
kilometers in length and as much as ninety meters high, and seva-
rated by valleys as much as sixteen kilometers wide—characterize
the An Nafud. Iron oxide gives the sand a red tint, particularly
when the sun is low. Within the arez are several watering places,
and winter rains bring up short-lived but succulent grasses that
permit nomadic herding during the winter and spring.

Stretching more than 125 kilometers south from the An Nafud
in a narrow arc is the Ad Dahna, a narrow band of sand moun-
tains also called the river of sand. Like the An Nafud, its sand tends
to be reddish, particularly in the north, where it shares with the
An Nafud the longitudinal structure of sand dunes. The Ad Dahna
also furnishes the beduin with wintz - znd spring pasture_altho:h
wril, Lo-eoreer than an the An Natud.

The southern portion of the Ad Dahna curves westward follow-
ing the arc of the Jabal Tuwayq. At its southern end. it merges with
the Rub al Khali, one of the truly forbidding sand deserts in the
world and, until the 1950s, one of the least explored. The topography
of this huge area, covering more than 550,000 square kilometers,
i1s varied. In the west, the elevation is about 600 meters, and the
sand is fine and soft; in the east, the elevation drops to about 180
meters, and much of the surface 1s covered by relatively stable sand
sheets and salt flats. In places, particularly in the east, longitudinal
sand dunes prevail: elsewhere sand mountains as much as 300 meters
in height form complex patterns. Most of the area is totally waterless
and uninhabited except for a few wandering beduin tribes.
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Water Resources

In the absence of permanent rivers or bodies of water, rainfall,
groundwater, desalinated seawater, and very scarce surface water
must supply the country’s needs. In eastern Arabia and in the Jabal
Tuwayq, artesian wells and springs are plentiful. In Al Ahsa a num-
ber of large, deep pools are constantly replenished by artesian springs
as a result of underground water from the eastern watershed of the
Jabal Tuwayq. Such springs and wells permit extensive irrigation
in local oases. In the Hijaz and Asir, wells are abundiant, and springs
are common in the mountainous areas. In Najd and the great deserts,
watering places are comparatively fewer and scattered over a wide
area. Water must be hoisted or pumped to the surface, and even
where water is plentiful, its quality may be poor.

Modern technology has located and increased the availability of
much of the underground water. Saudi Arabian Oil Company (Saudi
Aramco) technicians have determined that very deep aquifers lie
in many areas of northern and eastern Arabia and that the Wasia,
the largest aquifer in Saudi Arabia, contains more water than the
Persian Gulf. The Saudi government, Saudi Aramco, and the United
Nations (UN) Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) have made
separate and joint efforts to exploit underground water resources.
In the past, improperly drilled wells have reduced or destroyed any
good they might have served by leaching the lands they were dnlled
to irrigate. Successive agricultural projects, many of which were de-
signed primarily to encourage beduin settlement, have increased
water resource exploitation. In the early 1990s, large-scale agricultural
projects have relied primarily on such underground aquifers, which
provided more than 80 percent of the water for agricultural require-
ments. In fiscal year (FY—see Glossary) 1987, about 90 percent of
the total wacer demand in the kingdom was consumed by agriculture.

Climate

With the excepticn of the province of Asir with its towns of Jizan
on the western coast and Najran, Saudi Arabia has a desert cli-
mate characierized by extreme heat during the day, an abrupt drop
in temperature at night, and siight, erratic rainfall. Because of the
influence of a subtropical high-pressure system and the many fluc-
tuations in elevation, there is consideratle variation in temperature
and humidity. The two main extremes in climate are felt between
the coastal lands and the interior.

Along the coastal regions of the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf,
the desert temperature is moderated by the proximity of these large
bodies of water. Temperatures seldom rise above 38°C, but the
relative humidity is usually more than 85 percent and frequently
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100 percent for extended periods. This combination produces a
hot mist during the day and a warm fog at night. Prevailing winds
are from the north, and, when they blow, coastal areas become
bearable in the summer and even pleasant in winter. A southerly
wind is accompanied invariably by an increase in temperature and
humidity and by a particular kind of storm known in the gulf area
as a kauf. Inlate spring and early summer, a strong northwesterly
wind, the shamal, blows; it is particularly severe in eastern Arabia
and continues for almost three months. The shamal produces sand-
storms and dust storms that can decrease visibility to a few meters.

A uniform climate prevails in Najd, Al Qasim Province, and
the great deserts. The average summer daytime temperature is
45°C, but readings of up to 54°C are common. The heat becomes
intense shortly after sunrise and lasts until sunset, followed by com-
paratively cool nights. In the winter, the temperature seldom drops
below 0°C, but the almost total absence of humidity and the high
wind-chill factor make a bitterly cold atmosphere. In the spring
and autumn, temperatures average 29°C.

The region of Asir is subject to the southwest monsoon, usually
occurring from May thirough October. An average of 300 millimeters
of rainfall occurs during this period—60 percent of the annual total.
Additionally, in Asir and the southern Hijaz condensation caused
by the higher mountain slopes contributes to the total rainfall.

For the rest of the country, rainfall is low and erratic. The en-
tire year’s rainfall may consist of one or two torrential outbursts
that flood the wadis and then rapidly disappear into the soil to be
trapped above the layers of impervious rock. This is sufficient,
however, to sustain forage growth. Although the average rainfall
is 100 millimeters per year, whole regions may not experience rain-
fall for several years. When such droughts occur, as they did in
the north in 1957 and 1958, affected areas may become incapable
of sustaining either livestock or agriculture.

The Environment and the 1991 Persian Gulf War

The Persian Gulf War of 1991 brought serious environmental
damage to the region. The world’s largest oil spill, estimated at as
much as 8 million barrels, fouled gulf waters and the coastal areas
of Kuwait, Iran, and much of Saudi Arabia’s Persian Gulf shore-
line. In some of the sections of the Saudi coast that sustained the
worst damage, sediments were found to contain 7 percent oil. The
shallow areas affected normally provide feeding grounds for birds
and feeding and nursery areas for fish and shrimp. Because the plants
and animals of the seafloor are the basis of the food chain, damage
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to the shoreline has consequences for the whole shallow-water
ecosystem, including the multimillion-dollar Saudi fisheries industry.

The spill had a severe impact on the coastal area surrounding
Madinat al Jubayl as Sinaiyah, the major industrial and popula-
tion center newly planned and built by the Saudi government. The
spill threatened industrial facilities in Al Jubayl because of the sea-
water cooling system for primary industries and threatened the
supply of potable water produced by seawater-fed desalination
plants. The Al Jubayl community harbor and Abu Ali Island, which
juts into the gulf immediately north of Al Jubayl, experienced the
greatest pollution, with the main effect of the spill concentrated
in mangrove areas and shrimp grounds. Large numbers of ma-
rine birds, such as cormorants, grebes, and auks, were killed when
their plumage was coated with oil. In addition, beaches along the
entire Al Jubayl coastline were covered with oil and tar balls.

The exploding and burning of approximately 700 oil wells in
Kuwait also created staggering levels of atmospheric pollution,
spewed oily soot into the surrounding areas, and produced lakes
of oil in the Kuwaiti desert equal in volume to twenty times the
amount of oil that poured into the gulf, or about 150 million bar-
rels. The soot from the Kuwaiti fires was found in the snows of
the Himalayas and in rainfall over the southern members of the
Commonwealth of Independent States (former Soviet Union), Iran,
Oman, and Turkey. Residents of Riyadh reported that cars and
outdoor furniture were covered daily with a coating of oily soot.
The ultin. = effects of the airborne pollution from the burning wells
have yet to be determined, but samples of soil and vegetation in
Ras al Khafji in northern Saudi Arabia revealed high levels of par-
ticles of oily soot incorporated into the desert ecology. The UN
Environmental Programme warned that eating livestock that grazed
within an area of 7,000 square kilometers of the fires, or 1,100
kilometers from the center of the fires, an area that included north-
ern Saudi Arabia, posed a danger to human health. The overall
effects of the oil spill and the oil fires on marine life, human health,
water quality, and vegetation remained to be determined as of 1992.
Moreover, to these two major sources of environmental damage
must be added large quantities of refuse, toxic materials, and
between 173 million and 207 million liters of untreated sewage in
sand pits left behind by coalition forces.

Population
Saudis and Non-Saudis

Estimates of the population holding Saudi citizenship have varied
widely. Official figures published by the Saudi government indicated
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Figure 5. Population by Age and Sex, 1990

a population of 14,870,000 in 1990 (see fig. 5). In the same year,
however, estimates by one Western source inside the kingdom were
as low as 6 million. United Nations estimates were slightly less than
the official Saudi figure. Based on the official Saudi figure, at the
1990 rate of growth a population of 20 million was projected by
the year 2000. The 1992 Saudi census indicated an indigenous
population of 12.3 million people and a growth rate of 3.3 percent.

In addition to the population holding Saudi citizenship, there
were large numbers of foreign residents in the kingdom. In 1985
the number of foreigners was estimated at 4,563,000, with a total
foreign work force of 3,522,700. In 1990 the number of foreign-
ers had risen to 5,300,000. In 1990 the greatest number of for-
eign workers came from Arabic-speaking countries, chiefly Egypt,
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followed by Yemen, Jordan, Syria, Kuwait, and Palestinians, then
Pakistan, India, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, and the Republic of
Korea (South Korea). About 180,000 came from European coun-
tries and 92,000 from North America. Between 1985 and 1990,
the number of foreigners employed in the economy rose, in con-
trast to the substantial decline expected and called for in the Fourth
Development Plan (1985-90) (see Five-Year Plans, ch. 3). This
increase was reflected in the number of residence permits issued
to foreigners, which rose from 563,747 in 1985 to 705,679 in 1990.
A goal of Saudi planners continued to be a reduction in the num-
ber of foreign workers, and the Fifth Development Plan (1990-95)
projected a 1.2 percent annual decline over five years, or a drop
of almost 250,000 foreign workers. The 1992 census gave the num-
ber of resident foreigners as 4.6 million.

Whether such a decline could occur, or had already begun to
occur in 1992, was questionable. From an economic point of view,
there were difficulties in increasing the number of Saudi citizens
in the work force. One difficulty was that potential Saudi workers
for low-skilled and other jobs were becoming less competitive with
foreigners in the private sector labor market. Wages of non-Saudi
workers had been adjusted downward since the early 1980s, and,
with a ready supply of non-Saudis willing to work in low-skilled
occupations, the wage gap between Saudis and non-Saudi workers
was widening. In addition, as the government recognized, Saudi
secondary school and university graduates were not always as quali-
fied as foreign workers for employment in the private sector.
Although the Riyadh-based Institute of Public Administration
offered training programs to increase the competitiveness of Saudi
nationals, the programs had difficulty attracting participants.

Social constraints on the employment of women (7 percent of
the work force in 1990) also hampered indigenization of the work
force. Government and private groups actively sought ways to ex-
pand the areas in which women might work. The issue became
more pressing as the number of female university graduates con-
tinued to increase at a faster rate than the number of male graduates.

Although such economic and social pressures have militated
against increasing the number of Saudi nationals in the work force,
the desired decline in foreign lak~: may have occurred as a result
of new residency requirements imposed in the summer of 1990 to
encourage the departure of Yemenis, the second largest segment
of the foreign labor population. As a punitive response to the
government of Yemen’s sympathy with Iraq, the Saudi govern-
ment issued a decree requiring Yemenis, who were previously ex-
empt from regulations governing foreigners’ doing business in the
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kingdom, to obtain residence permits. Subsequently, about 1 mil-
lion Yemenis left the country. Only three weeks after the decree
was issued, the Riyadh Chamber of Commerce announced that
there were almost 250,000 jobs, especially in the area of small re-
tail businesses, available for young Saudis as a result of the regu-
lation of foreign residence visas. It was unclear in 1992 whether
the types of employment and businesses vacated by Yemenis would
prove attractive to Saudi job seekers, or whether these jobs would
be recirculated into the foreign labor market.

Diversity and Social Stratification

The Saudi population is characterized by a high degree of cul-
tural homogeneity and by an equally high degree of social stratifi-
cation. The territory that in 1992 constituted the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia consisted of four distinct regions and diverse populations.
Each region has sustained some measure of nomadic and semi-
nomadic population: as recently as 1950, at least one-half the total
population of the kingdom was estimated to be nomadic. Tribal
identities were paramount among the nomadic population and
among those in towns and villages who recognized a tribal affil-
iation. The Eastern Province had a substantial Shia (see Glossary)
population with cultural links to Iran, Bahrain, and other places
in the gulf region, as well as an Indian, Yemeni, and black Afri-
can component (see Shia, this ch.). Asir was more closely linked
to Yemen than to Saudi Arabia both by population and geogra-
phy. Najd was geographically divided into three regions, with town
centers that functioned almost as independent city-states until the
early twentieth century. Ur:til the era of development began in the
1960s, Najd remained relatively isolated, located as it was in the
center of the peninsula iv the midst of three deserts and a moun-
tain chain, but its towns, too, had populations linked to the gulf,
the Hijaz, and Africa.

By contrast, the Hijaz, being home to the holy sites of Islam and
host to pilgrimage traffic, was directly tied historically into the Otto-
man bureaucratic system. The populations of Mecca, Medina, and
Jiddah have been infused for centuries by descendants of foreign
Muslims who had come for the pilgrimage and stayed. Mecca had
substantial Indian and Indonesian communities, and Jiddah had
descendants of Persians and Hadramis (from Hadramaut, or Aden),
as well as Africans and people from other parts of the Arabic-
speaking world. The cities of the Hijaz benefited by donations from
pious Muslims throughout the world and became major centers
of Islamic scholarship and learning. Jiddah was virtually without
peer as the commercial center in the kingdom until the 1960s, and
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in all the Hijaz towns, mercantile families comprised a powerful
elite.

Social stratification was linked to tlus population diversity. Tribal
affiliation constituted a major status category based on bloodline.
At the top of the tribal status category were the gabila, families that
could claim purity of descent from one of two eponymous Arab
ancestors, Adnan or Qahtan, and could therefore claim to possess
asl, the honor that stemmed from nobility of origin. To some ex-
tent, tribal status could be correlated to occupation, yet manual
labor in general, but particularly tanning hides and metal work,
was considered demeaning for individuals of gabila status. Qabila
families considered themselves distinct from and distinctly supe-
rior to khadira, nontribal families, who could not claim gabila de-
scent. Khadira include most tradesmen, artisans, merchants, and
scholars, and constituted the bulk of the urban productive popula-
tion of pre-oil Arabia. Marriage between individuals of gabila and
khadira status was not normally considered. The claim to gabila status
was maintained by patrilineal descent; therefore, gabila families were
concerned to observe strict rules of endogamy (marriage back into
the paternal line) so that status might be maintained and children,
who were considered to belong to the family of the father, not the
mother, would not suffer the taint of mixed blood. Within the gabila
status group, however, there were status differentials, some groups
being considered inferior precisely because they had once inter-
married with khadira or an abd (slave) and were unable to claim
purity of descent. The abd was at the bottom of the tribal-linked
status hierarchy in the past. Black Africans were imported into the
peninsula in large numbers to be sold as slaves until the late
nineteenth century. Although slavery was not formally abolished
until 1962, intermarriage between khadira and the black popula-
tion has been extensive and has blurred social distinctions between
the two. In contemporary Saudi Arabia, new status categories based
on education and economic advantage began to undermine the im-
portance of tribal affiliation to status and were having an homo-
genizing effect on this barrier to social integration.

An additional status category based on bloodline was that of
ashraf, those who claimed descent from the Prophet Muhammad.
The ashraf (sing., sharif—see Glossary) were significant in the Hijaz
but far less so in Najd.

These status categories based on blood have at times in the past
and were ir the 1990s being transcended by status groups based
on religion, commerce, professivas, and political power. Religious
authority, for example, constituted an additional category of status.
The ulama historically have represented a powerful intellectual
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elite of judges, scholars, imams, notaries, and preachers. Prestige
still srrongly adhered to religious scholarship and especially to the
groups of scholars whose religious authority was recognized by the
rulers and who were employed in the government bureaucracy (see
Islamism in Saudi Arabia, this ch.; The Ulama, ch. 4). To some
extent, as secular education became more valued and greater eco-
nomic rewards accrued to those with technical and administrative
skills, the status of the ulama declined.

Merchants constituted an additional elite status category based
on wealth. Many of the traditional merchant class, especially mer-
chants from the Hijaz and the Eastern Province, lost influence as
Saudi rulers ceased borrowing from them and began to compete
with them, using oil resources to create a new merchant class favor-
ing Najdis. The rulers also used preferential recruitment for ad-
ministrative personnel from Najdi tribes, who in turn used their
position to favor other Najdis and Najdi businesses. The result has
been the creation of powerful administrative and commercial classes
supplanting older elite groups based outside Najd.

The interest and status of these groups may overlap others. In
the Hijaz, members of an elite group known as the awaali (first
families) claimed group solidarity based on past family connections;
their association was actually distinguished by wealth and life-style,
and the circle of families was constantly in flux. Families who be-
longed to the group came from diverse backgrounds and included
descendants of religious scholars, merchants, and pilgrimage guides.

The Shia of the Eastern Province were near the low end of the
social ladder in relation to the fruits of development and access to
sources of power. According to literature produced outside Saudi
Arabia, Shia opposition groups were active inside the kingdom and
constituted the majority of the political prisoners in Saudi jails. Shia
were generally disparaged in society by the Wahhabi (see Glos-
sary) antipathy in which their rituals were held. The status of Shia,
however, was in flux: they began to be drawn into positions of
responsibility in government service and since the 1980s have
received an increased share of government funding for development.

Cultural Homogeneity and Values

The population was characterized by a high degree of cultural
homogeneity. This homogeneity war reflected in a common Arabic
language and in adherence to Sunni (see Glossary) Wahhabi Islam,
which has been fostered within the political culture promoted by
the Saudi monarchy (see Wahhabi Theology, this ch.). Above all,
the cultural homogencity of the kingdom rested in the diffusion
of values and attitudes exemplified in the family and in Arabian
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tribal society, in particular the values and attitudes regarding re-
lations within the family and relations of the family with the rest
of society.

The family was the most important social institution in Saudi
Arabia. For Saudis generally, the family was the primary basis of
identity and status for the individual and the immediate focus of
individual loyalty, just as it was among those who recognized a
tribal affiliation. Families formed alignments with other families
sharing common interests and life-styles, and individuals tended
to socialize within the circle of these family alliances. Usually, a
family business was open to participation by sons, uncles, and male
cousins, and functioned as the social welfare safety net for all mem-
bers of the extended family.

The structure of the family in Saudi Arabia was generally com-
patible with the structure of tribal lineage. Families were patrilineal,
the boundaries of family membership being drawn around lines
of descent through males. Relations with maternal relatives were
important, but family identity was tied to the father, and children
were considered to belong to him and not to the mother. At its
narrowest, a family might therefore be defined as comprising a man,
his children, and his children’s children through patrilineal descent.

Islamic laws of personal status remained in force in Saudi Ara-
bia without modification, and the patrilineal character of the fam-
ily was compatible with and supported by these Islamic family laws.
Marriage was not a sacrament but a civil contract, which had to
be signed by witnesses and which specified an amount of money
(mehr) to be paid by the husband to the wife. It might further in-
clude an agreement for an additional amount to be paid in the event
of divorce. The amount of the mehr averaged between 25,000 and
40,000 Saudi riyals (for value of the riyal—see Glossary) in the
early 1990s, although some couples rejected the mehr altogether,
stipulating only a token amount to satisfy the legal requirement
necessary to validate the marriage contract. The contract might
also add other stipulations, such as assuring the wife the right of
divorce if the husband should take a second wife. Divorce could
usually only be instigated by the husband, and because by law chil-
dren belonged to the father, who could take custody of them after
a certain age (the age varied with the Islamic legal school, but was
usually seven for boys and puberty for girls), legally a wife and
mother could be detached from her children at the wish of her
husband.

When women married, they might become incorporated into the
houschold of the husband but not into his family. A woman did
not take her husband’s name but kept the name of her father
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because legally women were considered to belong to the family of
their birth throughout their lives. Many in Saudi Arabia interpreted
the retention of a wornan’s maiden name, as well as her retention
of control over personal property as allowed under Islamic law,
as an indication of women’s essential independence from a hus-
band’s control under the Islamic system. Legally, a woman’s closest
male relative, such as a father or brother, was obligated to sup-
port her if she were divorced or widowed. Divorce was common.

According to Islamic law, men are permitted to marry as many
as four wives. Among the adult generation of educated, Western-
oriented elites, polygyny was not practiced. Polygyny was common,
however, among some groups, such as the religiously conservative
and the older generation of the royal family. In the cities, polygy-
nous households were seen among recent migrants from rural areas.
For a family of means, a polygynous housing arrangement usu-
ally entailed a separate dwelling unit for each wife and her chil-
dren. These units might be completely separate houses or houses
within a walled family compound, in which case the compound
might include a separate house that the men of the family shared
and used for male gatherings, such as meals with guests or busi-
ness meetings.

Because the prerogatives of divorce, polygyny, and child cus-
tody lay with the husband, women in Saudi Arabia appeared to
be at a considerable disadvantage in marriage. However, these dis-
advantages were partially offset by a number of factors. The first
was that children were attached to mothers, and when children,
especially sons, were grown, their ties to the mother secured her
a place of permanence in the husband’s family. Second, marriages
were most often contracted by agreement between families, unit-
ing cousins, or individuals from families seeking to expand their
circle of alliances and enhance their prestige, so that a successful
marriage was in the interest of, and the desire of, both husband
and wife. In addition, Islamic inheritance laws guaranteed a share
of inheritance to daughters and wives, so that many women in Saudi
Arabia personally held considerable wealth. Because women by law
were entitled to full use of their own money and property, they
had economic independence to cushion the impact of divorce, should
it occur. Most important, custody of children was in practice a mat-
ter for family discussion, not an absolute regulated by religion. Fur-
thermore, judges of the sharia courts, according to informal
observations, responded with sympathy and reason when women
attempted to initiate divorce proceedings or request the support
of the court in family-related disputes.
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Families in Saudi Arabia, like families throughout the Middle
East, tended to be patriarchal, the father in the family appearing
as an authoritarian figure at the top of a hierarchy based on age
and sex. Undergirding the patriarchal family were cultural and re-
ligious values that permeated the society as a whole, and that found
their clearest expression in tribal values and practices. Families
shared a sense of corporate identity, and the esteem of the family
was measured by the individual’s capacity to live up to socially
prescribed ideals of honor.

The values and practices inherent in these ideals, as well as ad-
herence to Islam, were at the heart of the cultural homogeneity
among the diverse peoples—tribal and nontribal—of the kingdom.
The society as a whole valued behavior displaying generosity, self-
lessness, and hospitality; deference to those above in the hierar-
chy of the family; freedom from dependence on others and mastery
over one’s emotions; and a willingness to support other family mem-
bers and assume responsibility for their errors as well. An exam-
ple of the sense of corporate responsibility binding Arabian families
may be seen in an incident that occurred in the 1970s in a Hijazi
village. Although this incident occurred among beduin who were
recently settled, the group solidarity illustrated was applicable to
the Arabian family in general as well as to those united by tribal
affiliation. An automobile accident took the life of a young boy,
and the driver of the car was obligated to pay compernsation to the
bov’s father. The family of the driver, although indigent, was able
to borrow the money from a local merchant and present it to the
boy’s father in a ceremony ‘‘to forgive.'' Afterward, delegated
members of the tribe assumed the responsibility of collecting money
toward repayment of the compensation from all the people in the
tribe, who happened to include close relatives of the boy who was
killed. In this way, all parties to the tragedy were satisfied that the
best interests of the extended family/tribal group had been served
in serving the interests of an individual member.

Chastity and sexual modesty were also very highly valued. Ap-
plied primarily to women, these values not only were tied to fam-
ily honor but also were held to be a religious obligation. Specific
Quranic verses enjoin modesty upon women and, to a lesser degr e,
upon men; and women are viewed as being responsible for sexual
temptation (fitna). Although this attitude is ancient in the Middle
East and found to some degree throughout the area in modern
times, it has taken on religious cignificance in Islam through in-
ierpretations of Muslim theologians.

The veiling and separation of women were considered mechan-
isms to ensure sexual modesty and avoid fitra. In practice, the effect
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of veiling and separation also ensured the continuing dependence
of women on men. Some families adopted more liberal standards
than others in defining the extent of veiling and separation, but
the underlying value of sexual modesty was almost universal. Be-
cause the separation of women from unrelated men was accepted
as a moral imperative, most activities of a woman outside her home
required the mediation of a servant or a man; for example, if a
woman should not be seen, how could she apply for a government
housing loan in an office staffed by men? In fact, how could she
get to the government office without a servant or a man to take
her, because women were not allowed to drive. The continuing
dependence of women on men, in effect, perpetuated the family
as a patriarchal unit. Control of women ensured female chastity
and thus family honor as well as the patrilineal character of the
family. In Saudi society in general, the role of women was basic
to maintaining the structure of the family and therefore of society.

Structure of Tribal Groupings

Almost all nomadic people are organized in tribal associations,
the exceptions being the saluba, the tinkers and traders of the desert,
and black beduin, descendants of former slaves. Not all tribal peo-
ple, however, are beduin because urban and agricultural peoples
may maintain tribal identities.

Structurally, tribal groups are defined by common patrilineal
descent that unites individuals in increasingly larger segments. The
lincage is the unit that shares joint responsibility for avenging the
wrongs its members may suffer and, conversely, paying compen-
sation to anyone whom its members have aggrieved. Although tribes
may differ in their status, all lineages of a given tribe are consid-
ered equal. Water wells, aside from the newer deep wells drilled
by the governmcat, are held in common by lineages. Among
nomads, linecage membership is the basis of summer camps; all
animals, although owned by individual households, bear the lin-
eage’s brand. The lineage is the nexus between the individual and
the tribe. To be ostracized by one’s lineage leaves the individual
little choice hut to sever all tribal links; it is to lose the central cle-
ment in one’s social identity.

Above the level of lineage, there are three to five larger segments
that together make up the tribe. Donald Cole, an anthropologist
who studied the Al (see Glossary) Murrah, a tribe of camel-herding
nomads in eastern ar< couthern Arabia, notes that four to six
patrilineally related lineages are grouped together in a clan (seven
clans comprise the Al Murrah tribe). However the subdivisions
of a tribe are defined, they are formed by adding larger and larger
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groups of patrilineally related kin, The system permits lineages to
Jocate themselves relative to all ather groups on a ‘‘family tree.”

In practice, effective lineage and tribal membership reflect eco-
logical and economic constraints. Among nomads, those who sum-
mer together are considered to be a lincage's cffective membership.
On the individual level, adoption is, and long has been, a regular
occurrence. A man from an impoverished lineage will sometimes
join his wife’s group. His children will be considered members of
their mother's lineage, although this contravenes the rules of
patrilineal descent.

The process of adjusting one’s view of genealogical relationships
to conform to the existing situation applies upward to larger and
larger sections of a tribe. Marriages and divorces increase the num-
ber of possible kin to whom an individual can trace a link and,
concomitantly, of the ways in which one can view potential alli-
ances and genealogical relationships, The vicissitudes of time, the
history of tribal migrations, the tendency of groups to segment into
smaller units, the adoption of client tribes by those stronger, a
smaller tribe’s use of the name of one more illustrious—all tend
10 make tenuous the tie between actual descent and the publicly
accepted view of genealogy. At every level of tribal organization,
genealogical *‘fudging’’ brings existing sociopolitical relationships
into conformity with the rules of patrilineal descent, The genea-
logical map, therefore, is as much a description of extant social
relations as-a statement of actual lines of descent.

Tribe and Monarchy

The rise of the centralized state has undercut tribal autonomy,
and sedentarization has undermined the economic benefits of tribal
organization, but in the 1990s the tribe remained a central focus
of identity for thosc cleiming a tribal affiliation. Contemporary tribal
leadership continued to play a pivotal role in relations between in-
dividuals and the central government, particularly among thosc
who were recently settled or still nomadic,

The tribal leader, the shaykh (see Glossary), governs by con-
sensus. Shaykhs acquire influence through their ability to mediate
disputes and persuade their peers toward a given course of action.
The qualities their position demands are a detailed grasp of tribal
affairs, a reputation for giving good advice, and generosity, Shaykhs
are essentially arbitrators; the process of resolving disputes reflects
the tribe’s egalitarian ethos. Shaykhs do not lead discussions but
carefully ascertain everyone’s opinion on a given question. Con-
sensus is necessary before action is taken. To force a decision is
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to undermine one’s influence; leaders are effective only as long as
they conform to the tribe’s expectations.

Tribal leaders in the past brokered relationships among com-
peting tribes and clans. Raiding was a mechanisra of economic
redistribution that conferred status on strong and successful raid-
ing clans. Tribes or lineages could opt out of the round of raiding
and counterraiding by seeking the protection of a stronger, more
militarily oriented group. The protected paid their protector an
agreed sum (khuwa), in return for which their lives and property
were to be spared. The shaykh who accepted khuwa was obliged
to safeguard those who paid it or ~ompensate them for whatever
damages they incurred. As with the booty of raiding, the shaykh
who accepted the payment could only guarantee this influence by
distributing it to his fellow tnibesmen. These client-patron relation-
ships based on payment of protection money were undermined by
Abd al Aziz in the 1920s when he released weaker tribes from ob-
ligations to stronger ones and made himself the sole source of wealth
redistributed {rom the spoils of raiding, and then later from oil
profits. |

The working relationship between the monarchy and tribal lead-
ers is viewed in much the same framework as the traditional rela-
tionship between the shaykh and tribal inembers. In fact, the same
framework of the relationship between trital shaykh and tribai
members is ~he model for the ideal relationship between the monar-
chy ana all Saudi citizens. Just as the tribal shaykh was expected
to mediate disputes and assure the welfare of his group by receiv-
ing tribute and dispensing largess, governors in the provinces and
the king himself continue the custom of holding an open audience
(majlis—cee Glossary) at which any ttibesman or other male citizen
conld gain a hea.ing. The largess of the shaykh was dispensed not
as direct handouts of food or clothing, as in the past, but through
the institutions of the state burecaucracy in the form of free medi-
cal care, weliare payments, grants for housing, ucrative contracts,
and government jobs.

The tribes of Arabia acknowledged the political authority of the
Saudi monarchy as being above the tribal group. Loyalty to the
state was not a matter of nationality or still less an abstract notion
of citizenship; it was a matter of loyalty to the Al Saud (see Glos-
sary) and to the royal family as the focus of the Islamic nation.
In a study of the Al Murrah, Nicholas Hopkins notes that “*The
Al Murrah make a distinction between al-Dawlah (the state or
bureaucracy) and al- Hukumah (the Saudi royal family or gover-
nors); they are loyal to the iatter and fearful of the former, but
fear that the state is taking over the government.'’ Most tribes were
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affiliated with the Al Saud through marriage tes as the product
of Abd al Aziz’s deliberate policy of cementing ties between him-
self and the tribal groups. In the 197Gs and 1980s, the political al-
liance between tribe and state was reinforced by marrying tribal
women to government officials and Saudi princes. According to
a 1981 study carried out among the Al Saar beduin in southern
Arabia, these marriages were enccuraged by tribal leaders because
they were suen as a means of enisuring continuing access to govern-
ment leaders.

Tribal solidarity has been institutionalized and tribal ties to both
dawlah and hukumah have been cemented through the national guard.
The 2mir of the Al Murrah tribal unit studied by Hopkins was
the head of a naticnal guard unit composed mainly of Al Murrah,
and most Al Murrah families in the unit under study had at least
one family member serving in the national guard. Through the
national guard, former notnads received training and the poten-
tial for high-level careers, as w=ll as instruction in military sciences,
and housing, health, and sociz! services for dependents and families.
The government also provided water taps and markets in cities,
towns, and villages that were used in marketing livestock. Also
provided were veterinary services, subsidized fodder, and build-
ings for storage.

Beduin Economy in Tradition and Change

The word beduin is derived from the Arabic word bawaadin (sing.,
baadiya), meaning nomads, and is usually associated with a camel-
herding life in the desert. The word, therefore, describes an occu-
pation and is not synonymous with the word tribe (gabila), despite
the fact that the two are often used interchangeably. The word
bawaadin, furthermore, not only refers to camel-herding but also
is an elastic term that is understood in relation to Aadar, or settled
people. People from the city, for example, are likely to view vil-
lagers as part of the dawaadin, but the viillager considers only the
nomadic people as bawaadin. Villagers and nomads, or the other
hand, make a distinction between shepherds who tend sheep and
goats, staying close by the village, and the brduin who raise camels.
“*‘While the physical boundary between the desert and the sown
is strikingly sharp in the Middle East . . '’ notes Donald Cole, *‘the
boundary between nomadic pastoralist and sedentary farmer is less
precise.’’ Beduin and farmers are united in a single social system.
Each relies on the other for critical goods and services to sustain
a way of life; they sha=e substantial cultural unity. Tribal loyalties
transcend differences in livelibood; many tribes have both seden-
tary and nomadic branches.
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There is a nomadic-sedentary continuum: at one extreme are
completely settled farmers and merchants; at the other are camel
herders who produce primarily for their own consumption and have
little recourse to wage labor. A haost of finely giaded distinctions
exist between the two extremes. Wealthy beduin frequently estab-
lished a braach of the family in an oasis with commercial and
agricultural investments. Individual households moved along the
continuura as their domestic situation changed. Part of the family
might settle to attend school, while others maintained the family’s
flocks.

Among nomads there is a dichotomy—as well as a status
differential—between those who herd sheep and goats and those
who herd camels. Because sheep and goats are more demanding
in their need for water and thus more limited in their migrations,
their herders migrate shorter distances and have greater contact
with the oasis population. Camels, on the other hand, can endure
much longer periods without water, and camel herders are thereby
able to range much more widely than other pastoralists. Camel-
herding tribes were usually the most powerful militarily and had
niore status than other herders.

Alliances between beduin and townsmen have historically been
a defining feature of the politics of the peninsula. Just as beduin
could opt out of raiding a particular town, the town could pay an
agreed khuwa, the payment being the exchange of a portion of their
surplus production for a guarantee of peace. '

At the same time that town and village relied on nomad pro-
tection, nomads themselves relied on the sedentary populace for
sustenance and diverse services. Nomadism has never been a self-
contained system. Even camel-herding beduin relied on the oasis
population for a variety of needs. Their diet was supplemented with
dates, grains, and, more recently, processed foods together with
such essentials as tent fibers and tent pins. Further, the sedentary
population provided medical care when home remcdies failed, as
well as education facilities and religious leadership. Fariners who
owned animals entrusted them to nomads’ care and the nomads
in turn received the animals’ milk; beduin left their date palms
in the farmers’ hands in return for a portion of the harvest.

Development policies in Saudi Arabia have encouraged the seden-
tarization of most nomadic groups in the kingdom. The percent-
age of fully nomadic people is unknown, but it was certainly
de:lining in the early 1990s. Those who continued to maintain their
livestock faced economic difficulties in spite of government as-
sistance. The rise in the cost of living in Saudi Arabia, coupled
with the decline in the commercial value of camels and other
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Beduin father and son
Courtesy Saudi Arameo
Beduin driving camels
Courtesy Aramco World
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livestock, occasioned a need for greater cash income. Consequently,
beduin men had begun migrating to the cities for wage work, often
as drivers of cars, trucks, and tractors. They frequently left their
families behind to tend the animals.

A study among Al Saar beduin shows that urban migration of
men resulted in increased work for women and, at the same time,
denied them the economic benefits of government programs
designed to improve the welfare of nomadic families. With the fam-
ily together, women generally tended only the sheep and goats;
men herded the camels. In addition to caring foi- animals, producing
food, and caring for the household, nomadic women also engaged
in crafts, primarily weaving household textiles, such as mats, tent
cloth, tent dividers, and sacks to contain their belongings.

The womea in the study were left alone with children and had
total responsibility for caring for all the animals, camels as well
as sheep and goats, while their husbands remained in the towns
as much as six months at a time. However, because they were not
entitled to a separate citizenship card, being listed as dependents
on their husbands’ citizenship cards, they were unable to apply
for livestock subsidies or for land or home loans issued throvgh
government-run service centers near their summer grazing areas.
Similarly, women were denied use of the pickup truck, now ubig-
uitous among nomadic families and indispensable for transport-
ing wood and water and for transportation between the encampment
and the herds ~s well as to government service centers. Although
the burden of labor was left to women, they could use trucks only
in the desert where they could rot be seen by government authori-
ties because women were not allowed to drive.

One result of the increased burden on women has been the so-
cial reorganization of labor based on the combined efforts of women.
Women with infants tended to carry out traditional female work
oi child care and food preparation, whereas older women, widows,
and women without infants cared for the herds and also sold their
animals at the service stations, another task traditionally the respon-
sibility of men.

Religion
Early Development of Islam

The vast majority of the people of Saudi Arabia are Sunni Mus-
lims. Islam is the established religion, and as such its institutions
receive government support. In the early seventh century, Mu-
hammad, a merchant from the Hashimite branch of the ruling
Quraysh tribe in the Arabiar town of Mecca, began to preach the
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first of a series of revelations that Muslims believe were granted
him by God through the angel Gabriel. He stressed monotheism
and denounced the polytheism of his fellow Meccans.

Because Mecca’s economy was based in part on a thriving pil-
grimage business to the Kaaba, the sacrea structure around a black
meteorite, and the numerous pagan shrines located there, Muham-
mad’s vigorous and continuing censure eventually earned him the
bitter enmity of the town’s leaders In 622 he was invited to the
town of Yathrib, which came to ke known as Medina (the city)
because it was the center of his activities. The move, or Aijra (sce
Glossary), known in the West as the hegira, marks the beginning
of the Islamic era. The Muslim calendar, based or. the lunar year,
bezins in 622. In Medina, Mubammad—by this time known as
the Prophet—continued to preach, defeated his detractors in bat-
tle, and consolidated both the temporal and spiritual leadeiship
of all Arabia in his person vefore his death in 632.

After Muhammad’s death, his followers compiled those of his
words regarded as coming directly from God into the Quran, the
holy seripture of Islam. Othezr sayings and teachings of his and his
companions as recalled by those who harl known Muhammad, be-
came the hadith (see Glossary). The precedent of his personal deeds
and utterances was set forth i the sunna. Together the Quran,
the hadith, and the sunnz form a comprehensive guide to the spiri-
tual, ethical, and social life of an orthodox Sunni Muslim.

During his life, Mubammad was both spiritual and temporal
leader of the Muslim community; he established Islam as a total,
all-encompassing way of life for individuals and society. Islam
historically recognizes no distinction between reiigion and state,
and no distinction between relirious and secular life or religious
and secular law. A comprehensive system of religious law (the
sharia—see Glossary) developed auring the first four centuries of
Islam, primarily thrcugh the accretion of precedent and interpre-
tation by various judges and scholars. During the tenth century,
however, legal opinion began to harden inco authoritative doctrine,
and the figurative bcb al ijtikad (gate of irterpretation) gradually
closed, thenceforth limiting flexibility in Sunni Islamic law.

After Muharmad’s death, the leaders of the Muslim commu-
nity chose Abu Bakr, the Prophet’s father-in-law and one of his
carliest followers, as caliph, or successor. At tne time, some per-
son: favored Ali, the Prophet’s cousin and husband of his daugh-
ter Fatima, but Ali and his supporters (the so-called Shiat Al or
Party of Ali) eventually recognized the community’s choice. The
next two caliphs-~Umar, who succeeded in 634, and Uthman, who
tock power in 644 —were acknowledged by the entire community.
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When Ali finally succeeded to the caliphate in 656, Muawiyah,
governor of Syiia, rebelled in the name of his murdered kinsman
Uthman. After the ensuing civil war, Ali moved his capital to
Mesopotamia, where a short time later he, too, was murdered.

Ali’s death ended the period in which the entire community of
Islam recognized a single caliph. Upon Ali’s death, Muawiyah
proclaimed himself caliph from Damascus. The Shiat Ali, however,
refused to recognize Muawiyah or his line, the Umayyad caliphs;
in support of a caliphate bascd on descent from the Prophet, they
withdrew and established a dissicent sect known as the Shia.

Originally political in nature, the differences between the Sunni
and Shia interpretations gradually assumed theological and
metaphysical overtones. Ali’s two sons, Hasan and Husayn, be-
came martyrsd heroes to the Shia and repositories of the claims
of Ali’s line to mystical preeminence among Muslims. The Sun-
nis retained the doctrine of the selection of leaders by consensus,
although Arabs and members of the Quraysh, Muhammad’s tribe,
predominated in the early years.

Reputed descent from the Prophet continued to carry social and
religious prestige throughout the Muslim world in the early 1990s.
Meanwhile, disagreements among Shia over who of several
pretenders had a truer claira to the mystical powers of Ali produced
further schisms. Some Shia groups developed doctrines of divine
leadership far removed from the strict monotheism of early Islam,
including beliefs in hidden but divinely chosen leaders with spiritual
powers that equaled or surpassed those of the Prophet himself. The
main sect of Shia became known as Twelvers because they recog-
nized Ali and eleven of his direct descendants (see The Middle Ages,
700-1500, ch. 1).

The early fslamic polity was intensely expansionist, fueled both
by fervor for the new religion and by economic and social factors.
Conquering armies and migrating tribes swept out of Arabia,
spreading Islam. By the end of Islam’s first century, Islamic ar-
mies had reached far into Ncrth Africa and eastward aud north-
ward into Asia.

Although Muhammad had enjoined the Muslim community to
convert :he infidel, fic had also recognized the special status of tie
‘‘people of the book,”’ Jews and Christians, whose scriptures he
considered revelations of God's word that contributed in some mea-
sure to Islam. Inhabiting the Arabian Peninsula in Muhammad’s
time were Christians, Jews, and Hanifs, believers in an indigenous
form of monotheism who are mentioned in the Quran. Medina
had a substantial Jewish population, and villages of Jews dotted
the Medina oases. Clusters of Christian monasteries were Incated
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i1 the northern Hijaz, and Christians were known to have visited
seventh-century Mecca. Some Arabic-speaking tribal people were
Christian, including some from the Najdi interior and the Ghas-
sanids and Lakhmids on the Arabian borderlands with the Byzan-
tine Empire. Najran, a city in the southwest of present-day Saudi
Arabia, had a mixed populztion of Jews, Christians, and pagans,
and had been ruled by a Jewish king only fifty years before Mu-
hammad’s birth. In sixth-century Najran, Chrisiianity was well
established and had a clerical hierarchy of nuns, priests, biskops,
and laity. Furthermore, there were Christian commuiat.es along
the gulf, especially in Bahrain, Oman, and Aden (in present-day
Yemen).

Jews and Christians in Muslim territories could live according
to their religious law, in their communities, and were exempted
from military service if they accepted the vosition of dhkimmis, or
tolerated subject peoples. This status entailed recognition of Mus-
lim authority, additional taxes, prohibition on proselytism among
Muslims, and certain restrictions on political rights.

Tenets of Islam

The shahada (testimony) succinctly states the central belief of
Islam: “*There is no god but God (Allah), and Muhammad is his
Prophet.”’ This simple profession of faith is repeated on many ritual
occasions, and its recital in full and unquestioning sincerity desig-
nates one a Muslimr.. The God of Muhammad’s preaching was not
@ new deity; Allah is the Arabic term for God, not a particular
name. Muhammad denicd the existence of the many minor gods
and spirits worshiped before his prophecy, and ke declared the
omnipotence of the unique creator, God. fslam means submission
to God, and one who submits is a Muslim. Being 2 Muslim also
involves a commitment to realize the will of God on earth and tv
obey God’s law.

Muhammad is the ‘‘seal of the Prophets’’; his revelation is said
to complete for all time the series of biblical revelations received
by Jews and Christians. Muslims believe God to have remained
the same throughout tirne, but that men strayed from his true teach-
ing until set right by Muhammad. Prophets and sages of the bibli-
cal tradition, such as Abraham (Ibrahim), Moses (Musa), and Jesus
(Isa), are recognized as inspired vehicles of God’s will. Islam,
however, reveres as sacred only the message, rejecting Christian-
ity’s deification of Christ. It accepts the concepts of guardian angels,
the Day of Judgment, general resurrection, heaven and hell, and
cternal life of the soul.
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The duties of the Muslim—corporate acts of worship—form the
five pillars of Islamic faith. These are shahada, affirmation of the
faith; salat, daily prayer; zatet, almsgiving; sawm, fasting during
the month of Ramadan; and hajj, pilgrimage to Mecca. These acts
of worship must be performed with a conscious intent, not out of
habit. Shahada is uttered daily by practicing Muslims, affirming
their membership in the faith and expressing an acceptance of the
monotheism of Islam and the divinity of Muhammad’s message.

The believer is to pray in a prescribed manner after purification
through ritual ablutions at dawn, midday, midafternoon, sunset,
and nightfall. Prescribed bows and prostrations accompany the
prayers, which the worshiper recites facing Mecca. Prayers imbue
daily life with worship, and the day is structured around religious
observance. Whenever possible, men pray in congregation at the
mosque under a prayer leader. On Fridays, the practice is obliga-
tory. Women may attend public worship at the mosque, where they
are segregated from the men, but women most frequently pray at
home. A special functionary, the muezzin, intones a call to prayer
to the entire community at the appropriate hours; those out of ear-
shot determine the proper time from the position of the sun.

In the early days of Islam, the authorities imposed a tax on per-
sonal property proportionate to one’s wealth; this tax was distributed
to the mosques and to the needy. In addition, free-will gifts were
made. Although still a duty of the believer, almsgiving in the twen-
tieth century has become a more private matter. Properties con-
tributed by pious individuals to support religious activities are
usually administered as a religious foundation, or waqf (see Glos-
sary).

The ninth month of the Muslim calendar is Ramadan, a period
of obligatory fasting that commemorates Muhammad’s receipt of
God’s revelation, the Quran. Fasting is an act of self-discipline that
leads to piety and expresses submission and commitment to God.
Fasting underscores the equality of all Muslims, strengthening sen-
timents of community. During Ramadan all but the «ick, weak,
pregnant or nursing women, soldiers on duty, travelers on neces-
sary journeys, and young children are enjoined from eating, drink-
ing, or smoking during the day. Official work hours often are
shortened during this period, and some businesses close for all or
part of the day. Because the lunar calendar is eleven days shorter
than the solar calendar, Ramadan revolves through the seasons
over the years. When Ramadan falls in the summertime, a fast
imposes considerable hardship on those who must do physical work.
Each day’s fast ends with a signal that light is insufiicient to
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cistinguish a black thread from a white one. Id al Fitr, a three-day
feast and holiday, ends the month of Ramadan and is the occasion
of much visiting.

Finally, Muslims at least once in their lifetime should, if possi-
ble, make the hajj to the holy city of Mecca to participate in spe-
cial rites held during the twelfth month of the lunar calendar. The
Prophet instituted this requirement, modifying pre-Islamic custom
to emphasize sites associated with Allah and Abraham, father of
the Arabs through his son Ismail (also known as Ishmael). The
pilgrim, dressed in two white, seamless pieces of cloth (ihram) per-
forms various traditional rites (see Pilgrimage, this ch.) These rites
affirm the Muslim’s obedience to God and express intent to
renounce the past and begin a new righteous life in the path of
God. The returning male pilgrim is entitled to the honorific “‘hajj”’
before his name and a woman the honorific ‘‘hajji.”’ Id al Adha,
the feast of sacrifice, marks the end of the hajj month.

The permanent struggle for the triumph of the word of God on
earth, jihad, represents an additional duty of all Muslims. This
concept is often taken to mean holy war, but most Muslims sce
it as a struggle in the way of God. Besides regulating relations be-
tween the individual and God, Islam regulates the relations of one
individual to another. Aside from specific duties, Islam imposes
a code of ethical conduct encouraging generosity, fairness, honesty,
and respect. It also explicitly propounds guidance as to what con-
stitutes proper family relations and it forbids adultery, gambling,
usury, and the consumgticn of carrion, blood, pork, and alcohol.

A Muslim stands in a personal relationship to God; there is
neither intermediary nor clergy in orthodox Islam. Men who lead
prayers, preach sermons, and interpret the law do so by virtue of
their superior knov/ledge and scholarship rather than because of
any special powers or prerogatives conferred by ordination. Any
adult male versed in the prayer form is entitled to lead prayers—a
role referred to as imam (see Glossary).

During the formative period of Islamic law, four separate Sun-
ni schools developed and survived. These schools differ in the ex-
tent to which they admit usage of cach of the four sources of law:
the Quran, the sunna or custom of the Prophet, reasoning by anal-
2gy, and the consensus of religious scholars. The Hanafi school,
named after Imam Abu Hanifa, predominates in the territories
formerly under the Ottoman Empire and in Muslim Ind’. and
Pakistan; it relies heavily on consensus and analogical re: ::ming
in addition to the Quran and sunna. The Maliki school, named
after Malik ibn Anas, is dominant in upper Egypt and West Africa;

79

PO,

e i s s i o e




v

Saudi Arabia: A Country Study

developed in Medina, it emphasizes use of hadith that were cur-
rent in ihe Prophet’s city. The school of Muhammad ibn Id1is ash
Shafii, prevailing in Indonesia, stresses reasoning by analogy.

The fourth legal school is that of Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 855),
which is the school adhered to in Saudi Arabia. The Hanbali school
has attracted the smallest following because it rejects the use of anal-
ogy as well as the consensus of judicial opinion except as recorded
by the jurists of the first three centuries of Islam. However, 2n im-
portant principle in Hanbali thought is that things are assumed
to be pure or allowable unless first proved otherwise.

Wahhabi Theology

The political and cultural environment of contemporary Saudi
Arabia has been influenced by a religious movement that began
in central Arabia in the mid-eighteenth century. This movement,
commonly known as the Wahhabi movement, grew out of the
scholarship and preaching of Muhammad ibn Abd al Wahhab, a
scholar of Islamic jurisprudence who had studied in Mesopotamia
and the Hijaz before returning to his native Najd to preach his
message of Islamic reform.

Muhammad ibn Abd al Wahhab was concerned with the way
the people of Najd engaged in practices he considered polytheis-
tic, such as praying to saints; making pilgrimages to tombs and
special mosques; venerating trees, caves, and stones; and using vo-
tive and sacrificial offerings. He was also concerned by what he
viewed as a laxity in adhering to Islamic law and in performing
religious devotions, such as indifference to the plight of widows
and orphans, adultery, lack of attention to obligatory prayers, and
failure to alloc te shares of inheritance fairly to women.

When Muhaiumad ibn Abd al Wahhab began to preach against
these breaches of Islamic laws, he characterized customary prac-
tices as jahiliyah, the same term used to describe the ignorance of
Arabians before the Prophet. Initially, his preaching encountered
opposition, but he eventuzlly came under the protection of a local
chieftain named Muhammad ibn Saud, with whom he formed an
alliance. The endurance of the Wahhabi movement's influence may
be attributed to the close association between the founder of the
movement and the politically powerful Al Saud in southern Najd
(see The Al Saud and Wahhabi Islam, 1500-1818, ch. 1).

This association between the Al Saud and the Al ash Shaykh,
as Muhammad ibn Abd al Wahhab and his descendants came to
be known, effectively converted political loyalty into a religious ob-
ligation. According to Muhammad ibn Abd al Wahhab’s teach-
ings, a Muslim muct present a bayah, or oath of allegiance, to a
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* Muslime ruler during his lifetime to ensure his redemption after
death. The ruler, conversely, is owed unquestioned allegiance from
his people so long as he leads the community according to the laws
of God. The whole purpose of the Muslim community is to be-
come the living embodiment of God’s laws, and it is the responsi-
bility of the legitimate ruler to ensure that people know God’s laws
and live in conformity to them.

Muhammad ibn Saud turned his capital, Ad Diriyah, into a
center for the ~tudy of religion under the guidance of Muhammad
ibn Abd al Wai. " ab and sent missionaries to teach the reformed
religion throughout the peninsula, the gulf, and into Syria and
Mesopotamia. Together they began a jihad against the backslid-
ing Muslims of the peninsula. Under the banner of religion and
preaching the unity of God and obedience to the just Muslim ruler,
the Al Saud by 1803 had expanded their dominion across the penin-
sula from Mecca to Bahrain, installing teachers, schools, and the
apparatus of state power. So successful was the alliance between
the Al ash Shaykh and the Al Saud that even after the Ottoman
sultan had crushed Wahhabi political authority and had destroyed
the Wahhabi capital of Ad Diriyah in 1818, the reformed religion
remained firmly planted in the settled districts of southern Najd
and of Jabal Shammar in the nor:h. It would become the unifying
ideclogy in the pcninsula when the Al Saud rose to power again
in the next century.

Central to Muhammad ibn Abd al Wahhab’s message was the
essential cneness of God (‘awhid). The movement is therefore kr.own
by its adherents as ad dawa il tawhid (the call to unity), and those
who follow the call are known as ah! at tawhid (the people of unity)
or muwahhidun (unitarians). The word Wahhabi was originally used
derogatorily by opponents, but has today become commonplace
and is even used oy some Naidi scholars of the movement.

Muhammad ibn Akd al Wahhab’s emphasis on the oneness of
God was asserted in contradistinction to shirk, or polytheism, de-
fined as the act of associating any person or object with powers
that should be attributed only to God. He condemned specific acts
that he viewed as leading to shirk, such as votive offerings, pray-
ing at saints’ tombs and at graves, and any prayer ritual in which
the suppliant appeals to a third party for intercession with God.
Particulerly objectionable were certain religious festivals, includ-
ing celebrations of the Prophet’s birthday, Shia mourning ceremo-
nies, and Sufi mysticism. Consequently, the Wahhabis forbid grave
markers or tombs in burial sites and the building of any shrines
that could become a locus of shirk.
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