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Riddles in the sand kingdom
Michael Binyon

The House of Saud will need all its guile and toughness to see 
off challenges from home and abroad

THE FALL of the House of Saud has been predicted so often that 
the death of a king now barely causes a ripple in the world oil price. 
Like any long-forecast event, the passing of King Fahd bin Abdul 
Aziz Al Saud after 22 years on the throne has already been 
discounted: for the past ten years effective authority has been in the 
hands of his 81-year-old half-brother, a man who is unlikely to alter 
course now that he has the title as well as the powers of king. But 
unless King Abdullah can control the breakneck changes engulfing 
Saudi Arabia, that fall may eventually no longer seem so fanciful. 

Secretive, conservative and cautious, the House of Saud is one of 
the most resilient dynasties in the world. It has suffered numerous 
shocks that would have toppled less agile monarchies: the 
assassination of King Faisal in 1975, the occupation of the Grand 
Mosque in Mecca by extremists in 1979, pitched battles with Iranian 
pilgrims, war with Iraq and a terrorist campaign by al-Qaeda that has 
brought the country to the brink of civil war. Yet its rulers have used 
appeasement, guile and brute force to thwart all enemies and 
remain, precariously, in power. 

The House of Saud has succeeded by sticking together. And that 
unity was on striking display yesterday. Whatever the family, political 
or religious tensions between the many sons and descendants of 
Abdul Aziz ibn Saud, the warrior founder of the kingdom, the royal 
princes who hold all the main offices of state have let nothing divide 
them or dilute their authority. One of the first acts of the new king 
was to confirm Prince Sultan, Defence Minister for the past 40 years, 
as his heir. This not only underlines the primacy of the so-called 
Sudairi Seven — the sons of ibn Saud’s favourite wife — and 
confirms the political status quo; it also avoids a damaging wrangle 
about the succession, legitimised not by primogeniture but by tribal 
agreement. 

With the succession settled — or at least postponed until time takes 
its toll of the gerontocracy — King Abdullah can devote himself to 
the real challenges, external and internal. These are formidable. 
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Abroad, Saudi Arabia has still a long way to go to repair relations 
with America, its defender and main trading partner. 

After the 9/11 atrocities, America cast a withering look at the country 
that gave birth to 15 of the 19 terrorist attackers. Washington has 
exposed the Saudi contradiction of embracing the West materially 
but shunning its values, culture and democracy. America has put 
huge pressure on Saudi Arabia to curb religious extremism, grant 
greater rights to women and introduce democracy. At the same time 
it is actively reducing dependence on Saudi oil. 

As regent, Crown Prince Abdullah was seen for a while to distance 
himself from America, to slow the pace of westernisation and to 
confront Washington over its support for Israel. The relationship 
cooled. Since 9/11, however, he has had urgently to rebuild the 
relationship that for the past 60 years underpinned his dynasty. And 
two weeks ago he appointed one of the country’s most 
accomplished statesmen, Prince Turki al-Saud, the former head of 
intelligence and current Ambassador in London, as the new envoy to 
Washington to win back US trust. 

Another more existential challenge faces the kingdom: the 
leadership of Islam. As Guardian of the Two Holy Shrines, the title 
that the King regards as his most significant, the Saudi ruler plays 
host to the world’s largest voluntary migration: the annual haj to 
Mecca. The crisis that political extremism has caused in the Islamic 
world is one that vitally affects Saudi interests. Not only is it a 
challenge to the country’s own puritanical brand of Wahhabi Islam, 
but it calls into question the authority of Saudi religious scholars and 
the prestige of a country for whom religion is part of its DNA. 
Maintaining Islamic unity while fighting against extremism and 
curbing its own indiscriminate funding of often dubious Muslim 
causes around the world will demand all the circumspection for 
which the popular new king has long been noted. 

This foreign challenge is umbilically linked to the main domestic 
concern: the place of religion in Saudi life. Reconciling traditional 
teachings with modernism and globalisation is becoming ever more 
vexed. Cautiously, Saudi Arabia has begun to admit elements of 
secular, especially commercial, jurisprudence into Islamic law. But 
any move to dilute the absolute authority of the religious 
establishment runs straight into the easily inflamed prejudices of 
tribal elders and scholars. 

And a conservative backlash has quickly been exploited by al-Qaeda 
and others who denounce the House of Saud as corrupt, Western 
stooges. King Abdullah must now decide how far he will go in 
appeasing the religious conservatives, and how tough he must be in 
crushing the spiritual mentors of al-Qaeda sympathisers. 

This, in turn, is linked to another central issue: democracy. “Hasten 
slowly” has been the motto for a decade, and is likely to continue. 
The new king knows that swift concessions to Western pressure or 
to the few Saudi liberals returning from colleges in America could be 
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disastrous: either he will be seen as acting under duress and going 
against Islam (still ambiguous in its attitude to democratic authority), 
or he may hasten his throne’s collapse by conceding power through 
the ballot box to Islamists and conservatives appalled by westward 
leanings. 

Finally, there is the question of money. Saudi Arabia is rich, but 
relatively poorer than it was. The population is soaring, oil income is 
spread ever thinner and a restless middle class has neither the jobs 
nor the prospects of its parents. Economic reform and privatisation 
are becoming pressing. The welfare state needs trimming, as do the 
princely incomes. The new king may wish to make a symbolic 
change, enforcing on all his own modesty. But change, at his age 
and for his generation, is difficult to negotiate. And unless he adjusts 
his pace, the new king may find that caution is not enough to see 
him through. 

Join the Debate 
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