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The Middle East is a culturally and historically rich region.  It’s most pervasive 

characteristics are tied to the nomadic tribal tradition from which it emerged.  A 

statistical analysis of development patterns highlights that nomadic ties are the most 

significant variable in determining the democratic tendency of states.  In this case 

nomadism is statistically linked with authoritarianism.  An examination of Middle 

Eastern nomadic practices shows that there are numerous cultural norms derived from 

nomadism that continue to permeate the political landscape of the Modern Middle East.  

The state of Saudi Arabia has been, and continues to be, the subject of continued 

academic misinterpretation as one model after another fails to understand the state.  A 

simple reality is that the political culture of Saudi Arabia is crafted from its nomadic 

precursors, and the state is predisposed towards, from what has been labeled to be 

authoritarianism.
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THE SANDS OF TIME: DEVELOPMENT IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND 

SAUDI ARABIA 

Finding a pattern in the chaos is the goal of political studies.  Yet outliers are 

more than numerous across the field, to an extent they need their own voices so that we 

can make sense out of what is occurring.  The western state model of development has 

been applied broadly and has proven effective only on a limited basis.  It has best worked 

in representing development patterns in South America and parts of Asia, examples of 

which are Brazil and Japan.  The further we go from those regions the more problematic 

these models become.  By the time we begin to discuss the Middle East, it might be best 

that the traditional western state model of development should be put aside because it 

does  not help us understand the region and even more concerning is that it has lead 

academia to continual false conclusions regarding the region. 

The state of Saudi Arabia is a strong example of this problem.  It is an 

authoritarian monarchy with few semblances of a westernized representative political 

system.  By most scholarly interpretations Saudi Arabian leadership is nepotistic, 

incompetent, oppressive, and responsible for squandering state resources.  General logic 

and development models have dictated that the people will rise up and displace the 

“ineffective” government and in its place install democracy.  Yet, as of now there is no 

democracy in Saudi Arabia nor does a change appear to be even looming on the horizon.  
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There is a disconnect between the outsider academic perception of Saudi Arabia and the 

reality of the state and its people.   

Development is a subject that does not have a single stream of literature, rather 

what does exist are varied examinations cutting across multiple levels of analysis.  The 

literature on this subject can be divided into three bodies: world development, 

regionalized development, and state specific development.  Each of these levels has a 

predominant orientation.  World development is focused on broad and overarching 

patterns of development.  Regionalized scholarship looks at localized currents of 

development and change.  Lastly, state level scholarship is fixated on regime change.   

There also exists a general fluidity at all three levels associated with the time frame they 

were published in.   Though there has been an evolutionary process at each of the levels 

of literature there is still a great expanse that needs to be covered before theory catches up 

to reality.   

This study will respond to all three levels of literature and above all to the 

overarching westernized viewpoint that has for far too long dominated the scholarship of 

this subject.  First of all, it will respond to the global comparative literature that continues 

to construct models that have little applicability in the Middle East and are generally only 

usable in Asia and South America.  It is further a response to superficial regionalized 

Middle Eastern development literature which has ignored the history and culture of the 

region.  And finally, it is a response as well to Saudi Arabian state level literature that has 

for decades predicted the imminent fall of the Sa’ud family regime.  There is an 

unquestioned common current that runs through each of these levels.  The literature is 
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concerned with the conception of change away from authoritarianism, and isolating the 

factor or combination of factors that will propel this change.  Scholarly conclusions are 

lumped around the perceived inevitability of democracy, the poor leadership of the 

region, and the backwardness of Islam and its governmental manifestations.1   

This survey seeks to examine the social, cultural, religious,  and economic factors 

that have interacted with and steered development in the state of Saudi Arabia, with the 

intent of answering where Saudi Arabia fits into the conception of development and why?  

This examination will focus on the issue of regime change as a byproduct of 

development.  It will build upon the foundations of literature constructed by Barrington 

Moore, Robert Dahl, Samuel Huntington, Charles Issawi, Michael Hudson, Tim Niblock 

and Michael Fish.  This will be an attempt to bridge the gaps between the three levels of 

development scholarship in order to understand Saudi Arabia and the Middle East. 

This study hypothesizes that if a state has developed out of a nomadic tribal 

tradition, then that state will be predisposed towards an authoritarian governmental 

system.  I will further theorize that populaces emerging from a nomadic tribal tradition 

place higher cultural importance on the following practices: rule by the strong, 

stratification of genders, social welfare, group and familial solidarity, and the importance 

of power.  And, that these cultural traditions allow for the perpetuation of an authoritarian 

system.  All of this coming back to the evident parallels with the areas historic governing 

practices.  This examination is specifically focusing on Saudi Arabia, however this 

                                                 

1 These three items represent the predominantly held conclusions of scholars. 
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development pattern is applicable to many states within the Middle East.  It also holds 

validity in non-Middle Eastern states that have emerged from tribal structures.  Overall, 

this represents an attempt to understand a second orientation for development.  As such, it 

represents a challenge to the idea in base development theory that there is one broad 

overarching orientation for development.   

Development has been defined in numerous ways.  For this survey, it is defined as 

the transition towards a culture’s ideal governmental system as a derivative of its societal 

base.  While this conception is seemingly abstract, this survey is in part arguing that there 

are discernable societal bases that affect development.  This definition is a break with the 

trend of defining development as solely change towards democracy.  A practice that has 

long been a backbone of this subject’s literature.  Furthermore, the term development is 

operationalized as political change towards a given populaces desired governmental 

system.  Also, societal base is defined as the predominant tradition of a group which is 

often determined by geographic factors. 

The purposes of this survey are to uncover alternative patterns of development.  It 

will incorporate a combination of statistical analysis, cultural history, and Saudi Arabian 

social and political development.  This combination of methods is intended to accomplish 

several points.  Firstly, it will take the best parts of several different fields of study and 

fuse them together, allowing each to fill the methodological weaknesses of the other 

methods.  Secondly, this also a methodological critique of the common single method 

studies and their attempts to answer a big question with narrow perspectives. 
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This study will first test the idea of development in presenting a statistical 

examination of the worldwide patterns of development.  Each of the major theories 

regarding political development worldwide and in the Middle East are represented 

through the differing variables that are tested.  The second section of this study will 

examine the strongest variable from the statistical analysis the nomadic tribal tradition.  

In particular, the second section will place an emphasis on the historical Middle East and 

the nomadic tribes of that region that have come shape and define it.  The third and final 

section will take the dominant nomadic tribal practices discussed in the second section 

and it will demonstrate how they continue to play a pivotal role in the structure of politics 

and society in the contemporary state of Saudi Arabia.   The overarching intent will be to 

demonstrate that the nomadic tribal practices that have existed before recorded history 

continues drive the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.  And that these specific practices are 

responsible for the disconnect between the actual development patterns in the Middle 

East, North Africa, and to a lesser extent sub-Saharan Africa with the western models of 

development. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Development is a subject that does not have a single stream of literature.  Rather, 

what does exist are varying examinations cutting across multiple levels of analysis.  The 

composite of literature on this subject is tiered into three levels: world development, 

regionalized development, and state development.  Each level of analysis has proven to 

be fluid over time.  Orientations of theory are often dictated by the time period in which 

they were constructed, meaning that each decade of scholarship has common trends and 

currents of theory.  At each of these levels of literature, there have been notable 

modifications to thought, as theory fails to account for trends and changes in the world at 

any of the given levels of analysis.   

This examination will interact with all three levels of analysis and, above all, to 

the overarching westernized development viewpoint that has dominated the scholarship 

of this subject.   The first and oldest corpus of literature is the broad world 

development scholarship.  The works that make up this body are Robert Dahl’s 

Polyarchy, Samuel Huntington’s The Third Wave: Democratization in the Twentieth 

Century, Barrington Moore’s Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy, Reinhard 

Bendix’s Kings of People: Power and the Mandate to Rule, and Theda Skocpol’s State 

and Social Revolutions.  Their theories were created through an examination of the 

preeminent democracies of the world followed by the construction of models to explain 

how other nations will follow given patterns to democracy.  Unfortunately, this method 
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has only proven successful in understanding and predicting development on a limited 

scope.  The broad historical examinations used by the world development scholarship 

should be emulated by the other level.  Unfortunately, regionalized and state level 

scholarship is fixated on occurrences in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries with only 

the occasional forays into the nineteenth century.  The most problematic element of the 

world development literature is the assumption that all countries the end point of 

development of all countries is the western conception of liberal democracy.   

Barrington Moore’s work, Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy, is one 

of the first pieces to examine world political development.  Moore analyzed the political 

development processes of a sampling of the preeminent states of the era England, 

America, China, Japan, and India.  He concludes that the type of class structure that has 

existed historically in each state dictates the structure of the political system that runs the 

state in the modern period.  Moore’s conclusions are valuable, but his model is limited as 

there is little ability to apply it on a large scale.  Another problematic feature is that each 

of the states he chooses to study possess diversity and clearly stratified class structures.  

Many nation states have not emerged from comparable social bases.  While his model is a 

bit general, he does begin the discussion on development. 

Robert Dahl’s work, Polyarchy, looks at the subject of regime change from 

hegemony (authoritarianism) towards representation on a broad scale.    Robert Dahl 

crafted his term “polyarchy” to mean a political system that “allows for opposition, 

rivalry, or competition between government and its opponents” (Dahl 1971, 1).  

Therefore, development, according to this meaning, is essentially the product of the 
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democratization process.  Democratization is linked to the construction of Dahl’s catch 

words “contestation” and “participation,” leading to the previously mentioned 

“polyarchy” (Dahl 1971, 5).  To simplify, Dahl conceives of development as ending with 

democracy, even though he seldom uses the word.  He does, however, add an important 

addendum, the shift from “hegemony” to “polyarchy” is not inevitable nor universally 

desirable (Dahl 1971, 32).  The said addendum goes no further, and there is no expansion 

upon whom it is applicable.  Overall, Dahl is less concerned with starting points as he is 

with courses of development. 

In 1979, Theda Skocpol introduced a controversial and highly regarded theory 

that focused on individual states.  She pushed theory away from overarching models 

towards state specific theory, opposing the ideas of Moore and Dahl.  For Skocpol, there 

are no patterns, only diversity.  “State Autonomy” leads to independent goal formation, 

which is free from the demands and interests of social groups.  Beyond that, Skocpol sees 

state autonomy as a malleable fixture, which at any given time can come and go.  She 

was right to question the structural functionalists, as Moore and Dahl have become 

known, as well as Moore’s class based theory.  However, her conclusions overlook 

commonalities in development from region to region.   

The idea of political development, as constructed by Dahl, enjoys wide 

acceptance and many notable scholars have built upon it for their own purposes.  Samuel 

Huntington is one such scholar.  He conceives “modern democracy” as being directly 

associated with the development of the nation-state (Huntington 1991, 13).  Furthermore, 

the future of democracy is tied in with “liberty, stability, and peace” (Huntington 1991, 
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30).  In contrast to Dahl, Huntington expands development to include economic 

considerations as well.  In short, economic development consists of growth, expansion, 

and also general liberalization process.  A simple equation is put forward: high GNP 

leads to the emergence of democracy.  Another marking point of economic development 

is the stratification of a cogent middle class (Huntington 1991, 60).   

Regionalized Middle Eastern literature has often attempted to delineate the 

reasons why the region remains a democratic dead zone.  Some of the notable scholars 

and works of this genre are Alan Richards and John Waterbury’s A Political Economy of 

the Middle East, Charles Issawi’s The Middle East Economy: Decline and Recovery, and 

Steven Fish’s “Islam and Authoritarianism.” These studies examine varying types of 

issues in hopes of solving that dilemma. Their focuses include the allocation of energy 

resources and their influences on development, the religion of Islam and its impact on 

political development, geography type and its long term effects on development, per 

capita GDP, and even how gender disparities impact the transition to democracy.  

Michael Hudson once went as far as to argue that the term “development” should be 

“quarantined” in reference to the Middle East (Hudson 1980, 13-4).  Others have called 

attention to the regions oil wealth and are content to apply the label “rentier state” and 

then simply ignore development within the region (Luciani 2005, 144-5).  Generally, 

scant attention has been paid to the subject of development in the Middle East and the 

title “developing” has been seemingly eternally applied to many of the nations within. 

One of the first major scholarly explorations of development in the Middle East 

was Michael Hudson’s work Arab Politics (1977).   For Hudson, the Middle East is a 
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region that is backward and chaotic.  Furthermore, he points out that the “Islamic 

variable” has proven resilient in defying typical norms of the development.   Hudson, 

however, does argue the general idea that there can be a coexistence between Islam and 

democracy.  For Hudson, all it will take for democracy to succeed in the Middle East is 

for one domino to fall and the rest will succinctly follow.  Hudson is one of the founders 

of the 1970’s collapse logic.  Hudson, like many scholars that will follow him, can’t 

understand why the Middle East remains primarily authoritarian. He is even further 

perplexed by how politics work in the region and comes to the conclusion that in time 

they will all become democracies, one way or another, because that is the destiny of 

states.   

Samir Amin carries on Hudson’s logic in The Arab Economy Today (1982).  It is 

a prototypical piece of 1980’s development literature.  He sees the Arab world as 

scattered socially as well as in terms of development orientation.  Generally, he argues 

that economic development in the region is poor and fixed in the wrong direction.  As a 

region the Middle East is in a deplorable situation, even more so than sub-Saharan Africa 

and Asia proper.  The region’s biggest problem is its overreliance on imports, especially 

agriculture, under-industrialization, and the poor planning and usage of the available 

resources.  He concludes that in order to fix these problems, development needs to be 

more focused on the masses, Saudi Arabia must have a greater emphasis on agriculture 

and industrialization, revise technical options, and reduce multinational monopolies.   

Operating under similar pretenses Bill and Leiden in their book Politics: Middle 

East (1984) argue similar conclusions as Hudson and Amin.  Their focus, however, is 
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based upon the premise that modernization precedes development.  Modernization, in this 

context, is the secularization of politics, a full on sexual revolution, and an influx of 

money.  While the third piece was being filled the other two parts remained little more 

than dreams.  All in all, they believe that the Middle East is restless, turbulent, and on the 

threshold of major philosophical changes.  They claimed that by the year 2000, many of 

the traditional political systems of the Middle East would collapse.  This dire prediction 

along with much of the 70’s and 80’s scholarship on regionalized development has 

proven false.  Bill and Leiden’s specific argument was a flawed attempt to apply the 

Western Democratic model to the Middle East. 

Transitioning into 1990’s literature, Richards and Waterbury argue towards 

different ends than their predecessors in their work A Political Economy of the Middle 

East: State, Class, and economic development (1990).  They believe that development in 

the Middle East is influenced by several factors.  These factors include the choices of 

leaders and the cultural norms of the region in question, which they isolate as Islam.  

They go on to state that development patterns in the Middle East are comparable to other 

regions in the world.  Richards and Waterbury’s study represents the belief that Islam, 

along with other factors impact political development.  They embrace the idea that the 

Middle East, and arguably the whole world, is so complex and diverse that any number of 

factors influence development in a given region.  For them, no point or specific issue is 

paramount above any others.   

John L. Esposito takes a different position in his work Islam and Democracy 

(1996).  Esposito believes that Islam and democracy are two entities that can co-exist and 
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more to the point, have existed historically dating back to the Abbasid and Umayyad 

caliphates.  Even during those times of seeming authoritarianism, there were non-state 

institutions that influenced policy.  In terms of more modern day revelations, Esposito 

further believes that democracy will continue to pepper the Middle East as long as 

individuals are in conflict for power.  His work is an attempt to bridge the failures of 

theory by highlighting elements of representation in Islam’s past.  While this is a noble 

undertaking on Esposito’s part, it is a veiled attempt to find a common ground between 

the Middle East and the West. 

At the other end of the spectrum is Charles Issawi and his book The Middle East 

Economy: Decline and Recovery (1995).  Issawi believes that Middle East development 

has been impaired by geography and a lack of resources.  The sparse access to wood, 

minerals, and water in the region has resulted in a stagnation of both technological and 

intellectual development.  All of the mentioned resources produce “energy” in the 

broadest sense of the term, and without a surplus of energy, development in the Middle 

East has been dramatically slowed and in some cases has even regressed.  Issawi further 

argues that the discovery of oil in the region has, in some instances, narrowed the 

development gap.  Issawi’s study, like Richards and Waterbury’s, does not perceive 

Islam to be a significant factor in development.   

In 1997, Terry Lynn Karl in her work The Paradox of Plenty (1997) introduced a 

theory to help understand development in oil states. While her work is not specifically 

addressing regionalized development, it is focused on the tangential issue of political 

decision making, which is a long debated issue within development scholarship.  She 
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argues that the institution and legacy of a state creates a range of decisions that a 

leadership body can pursue.  These choices are based upon levels of economic 

development and institutional change.  The institutional legacy of a state is crafted by 

organized groups, domestic and international markets, and history.  Within this 

conception, Karl argues that leadership has options and are not bound to a given 

direction.  This is a merging of structural and choice based theories.   While not 

specifically focused on the Middle East, this work does represent an important merger of 

theory.  

In a partial reversal of development theory, Thad Dunning in his article “Resource 

Dependence, Economic Performance, and Political Stability” (2005) argues indirectly 

against the old theories of restrictive development as well as the importance of choice.  

Dunning believes a paradox exists in resource based countries, such as the oil exporters 

of the Middle East.  He argues that a diversification of economy is necessary for a 

country’s growth.  However, said diversification will create power bases outside the 

existing leadership, thereby undercutting the leadership’s power.  So in the end, 

leadership is left with the decision of strengthening their country or conserving their 

power.  Historically, the latter is predominantly chosen by the leadership.  This theory 

denies that issues such as fiscal crisis are significant factors for regime change.  What 

Dunning creates is a theory that accounts for the stability of Middle Eastern authoritarian 

regimes. 

Steven Fish’s article “Islam and Authoritarianism” argues from the same position 

as Issawi’s in that Islam as a religion is not a significant factor in regards to development. 
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The finding of his study is that political development and economic development in the 

Middle East are oriented towards authoritarianism because of the patriarchal structure of 

society that has impaired the development of women’s rights.  Patriarchal society remains 

the strongest influence on the regions norms of society. Islam is little more than the 

banner of the region.  

Tracing the literature of state level development and the political economy of 

Saudi Arabia follows a very basic pattern based around the issues of transition, political 

stability and economic revenue.  The earliest literature on the subject from the 1940’s and 

1950’s were limited surveys that focused on Saudi Arabia’s issues in its transition to 

statehood.  There are no critiques of development because the state at that time was 

viewed as primitive and backwards. Thus none were needed.  The next segment of 

literature emerges after the early 1970’s oil boom and the transition to discussions of 

development.  The earliest works focus on the Saudi state, their decision making flaws, 

and their relationship to the impending regime change.  Literature from the 1980’s 

follows the same pattern with a set of lesser critiques and less fervent proclamations of 

political doom.    The 1990’s continues to demonstrate the continuation of the 70’s and 

80’s patterns.  Critiques are further lessened as are proclamations of political change, but 

they still remain.  In general, an unspoken sense of confusion regarding Saudi Arabia 

begins to set in the 1990’s regarding why the state and political regime has lasted as long 

as it has.  By 1999 and carrying over in to the 2000’s, an uneasy acceptance of Saudi 

Arabia and its development begins to occur.  Scholars have come to an understanding 

that the earliest notions of development are not holding true.  It is also becoming 
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increasingly clear that Saudi Arabian decision making, while unorthodox, is effective, 

creating a stable regime.  What remains unclear and unaddressed is why. 

Raymond Miksell, is one if not the first, scholar to examine the economic 

development of Saudi Arabia in his article “Monetary Problems of Saudi Arabia” (1947).  

This is a fascinating exploration of pre-oil wealth Saudi Arabia.  It is concerned with a 

1940’s Saudi Arabia that had yet to develop even the most basic semblances of a 

modernized economic system.   The state at that time was encumbered by problems 

including poor fiscal administration and budgeting, the absence of an official state 

currency, and next to zero governmental accountability.  The entrance of Saudi Arabia 

into the United Nations in the 1940’s had forced the state to begin to incorporate a more 

complex way of life.  In his article, Miksell questions whether the foreign involvement of 

the U.S. and U.K. was beneficial in any way to Saudi Arabia.  While this piece does not 

necessarily link cogently with those that will follow, it does mark the beginning of the 

discussion of economics.   

Richard Farmer is the next contributor on the developing economy of Saudi 

Arabia in his article “Local Entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia” (1957).  In contrast to 

Miksell’s skepticism regarding foreign involvement, Farmer embraces the idea and 

argues that foreign involvement is responsible for providing many Saudis with the 

requisite job skills to become entrepreneurs.  Prior to the arrival of Aramco, Western 

business methods were almost wholly unknown and Aramco provided many Saudi’s with 

an invaluable education.  Furthermore, Aramco balanced treatment towards Saudi 

businessmen fostering a competitive system that was often at odds with the tribal and 
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patrimonial system in place.  Like Miksell this work’s contribution does not provide any 

grand proclamations of doom and despair.  Rather it focuses more on specific points and 

transitions in Saudi history.  It is also a stepping stone for the literature that will follow.   

In 1979, two different works where composed that cast Saudi Arabia as an 

inherently flawed state with many impediments to development.  Interestingly, each book 

approaches and critiques Saudi Arabia from different angles.  First, Helen Lackner’s 

piece, A House Built on Sand: A Political Economy of Saudi Arabia (1979), critiques the 

state of Saudi Arabia by the means of its authoritarian regime in conjunction with the 

Wahhabi principles that drive and dictate its actions.  She argues that the authoritarian 

regime of Saudi Arabia has maintained control of the country through a combination of 

enforcement of Wahhabism, the repression of the creation of a middle class, and the 

fostering of materialism.  All of these pieces, along with modernization, have brought an 

end to the “desert ethos.”  Generally, Saudi Arabia is a place where the freedom of 

speech, thought, and actions does not exist due to the fervent application of Wahhabism.  

All of these pieces come together to erode away any potential for real economic 

development and liberalization.   Second, Louis Turner and James Bedore, Arabia in their 

work Middle East Industrialization: A Study of Saudi and Iranian Downstream 

Investments (1979) focus on the lack of capitalization on opportunities.  By comparing 

Saudi Arabia and Iran Turner and Bedore argue that of all developing countries, these 

two have the greatest chance to prosper and succeed, but had, at that point, failed to do 

so.  Their survey explores both countries’ expansion into the production of downstream 

petroleum products.  Part of the problem for them is that the Saudi Arabian work force is 
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not hardworking, disciplined, nor adaptive enough to achieve economic development.  

They also call attention to long term difficulties in competing with U.S., European, and 

Asian competitors in the downstream petroleum products.  In short, Turner and Bedore 

feel that social and cultural issues will impede Saudi Arabian development, and yet a 

scant few references are made to Islam. 

Next came Robert Looney and his work Saudi Arabia’s Development Potential 

(1982).  This work is an evenhanded assessment of the state, especially considering that it 

was written in the aftershock of the late 70’s oil bust.  Looney places strong emphasis on 

the ideas that Islamic values permeate nearly every aspect of society and most 

importantly influence government decisions, policy making, and even economic 

structuring.  He calls specific attention to the continued use of the Islamic practices of 

consultation (Shura) and consensus (Ijma).  Beyond these considerations, he argues that 

Saudi Arabia must diversify its economy away from oil dependence and, paramount in 

that process, is the construction and development of an effective agriculture system.  

Furthermore, he argues that the Saudi’s need to place an increased emphasis on 

exploiting their notable natural gas reserves.   In general, he takes issues with the role of 

Islam in government as well as the dominance of government over the economy.  While 

no specific epitaph or death is written by Looney for the state, his concerns are not 

understated. 

Reza Islami and Rostam Kavoussi’s concise evaluation entitled The Political 

Economy of Saudi Arabia (1984) approaches the Kingdom recovering from the great oil 

bust of the 70’s and caught up in the Iran and Iraq war.  Within that context, Islami and 
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Kavoussi connect the authoritarian nature of Saudi Arabia with its tribal origins.  They 

argue that Saudi Arabia has remained a far more stable system than expected.  This 

period of time marked a distinguishable transition away from tribal practices towards a 

modernized world economic system, with all of the abstract trappings associated with it.  

In general, they view the Saudi system as being frozen in time with no ability to adapt 

and address the ever growing financial problems.  Islami and Kavoussi cite the following 

as Saudi Arabia’s most notable problems: rapid shift in social structure, inordinate 

spending on modernization of the military, dependence on imports, and the presence of 

“non-tradeables” in the Saudi economic exchange system.  A general assessment is levied 

that Saudi Arabia is not ready to face their coming crisis.  An enlightening side note of 

this work is their discussion of the term “corruption.”  They call attention to the 

ambiguity of the term as well as the context of what it means in the Middle East and 

Saudi Arabia.  From a western standpoint, corruption seems an issue that is rampant and 

paralyzing to the region.  Yet, they point out that many scholars have begun to shift their 

definitions of corruption away from this perspective.  This is because in many places in 

the Middle East, including Saudi Arabia, what is often considered corruption by western 

standards is in reality a common business practice that has existed in the region for 

centuries. Corruption is an issue that best exists “in the eye of the beholder.” (77) 

Richard Auty’s article, “The Economic Stimulus From Resource-Based Industry 

(RBI) in Developing Countries: Saudi Arabia and Baharain” (1988), is indirectly a follow 

up to Turner and Bedore’s Middle East Industrialization.  Nine years after Turner and 

Bedore published their work, Auty is looking at the actual production of these RBI’s 
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from an actual production standpoint.  Whether or not Turner and Bedore’s criticisms are 

valid is unclear. What is evident, however, is that while investment in RBI in the 70’s 

seemed pragmatic, Auty demonstrates that in reality the financial returns have been 

disappointing.  He contrasts the production cost between Saudi Arabia and the Middle 

East with the developed western nations of Europe and the U.S.  Other issues that he 

points to are the high freight costs that Saudi Arabia has encountered as well as foreign 

tariffs.  Auty, however, stops short of calling these projects failures.  He believes that in 

the long run they can be both successful and profitable.   

Scholar Rayed Krimly’s article, “The Political Economy of Adjusted Priorities: 

Declining Oil Revenues and Saudi Fiscal Policies” (1999), produces one of the first 

arguments that defied popular thinking in regards to Saudi economic decision making.  

His focus rests upon the period 1970 through to 1999 which encompasses the Saudi Oil 

boom, collapse, and early stages of adjustment and recovery.  Through a series of 

massive budget cuts, royal decrees, and liquidation of foreign assets the Saudi 

government was able to right their ship without experiencing any notable loss in political 

viability, part of which he credits to the durability of Saudi popular society.  Emphasis is 

placed on the prudence and effectiveness of the oft maligned Saudi Arabian decision 

making process ijma.   Furthermore, he provides a nice summation line in his work 

“What was surprising is Saudi Arabia’s response to the challenges of the past decade is 

not merely the relative effectiveness of the state’s response, but the minimum political 

costs entailed.” (267)  This statement is both poignant, while also being an acute 

commentary on the social and political development of the state. 
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Nawaf Obaid’s work, The Oil Kingdom at 100: Petroleum Policymaking in Saudi 

Arabia (2000), builds upon the thought process of Rayed Krimly.  Obaid argues that the 

system of patrimony that exists in Saudi Arabia, along with its decision making process, 

are unduly criticized.  He dismisses the long held image of the incompetent and corrupt 

prince paralyzed by indecision as a wholly inaccurate representation.  In looking at Saudi 

Arabia on a year to year basis, the changes seem minimal at best.  Yet, the overall 

transition from formation of the Kingdom in 1932 through the 1970’s is immense.  

Another issue that impresses Obaid about Saudi Arabia that is often dismissed as an 

archaic practice is the traditional institution of consultation2 of which he overlays to 

several institutions in the community.  Overall Obaid is part of the late 90’s and early 20th 

century scholarship that begins to reassess Saudi Arabia and the Middle East.   

Anthony Cordesman in his work Saudi Arabia Enters the Twenty-First Century 

(2003), demonstrates a strong belief in choice based theory as it pertains to economic 

development.  His study is heavily concerned with the succession of the Saudi monarchs 

and how each individual steers the state of Saudi Arabia.  He takes up numerous social, 

political, and economic issues as he attempts to weave together a comprehensive 

assessment of the Kingdom.  Most of his more profound points are regarding political 

development in Saudi Arabia.  Cordesman’s argument defies the commonly held 

conception of the imminent and inevitable revolution initiated by the populace en-route to 

                                                 

2 It is a traditional practice within the Middle East to undergo an extensive decision making 

process.  This process is accompanied by the consultation of experts on the subject. 
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Democracy. In regards to economic concerns, he stresses that the Saudi leadership needs 

to enact a massive restructuring of the economy so that it will be able to absorb the 

oncoming Saudi population boom.  Furthermore he is concerned with the poor returns on 

the Saudi investments on downstream projects and how they relate to the continually 

decreasing per capita income.  Cordesman is heavily involved in the United States 

political system by serving on several national committees and assisting the U.S. 

secretary of Defense.  His involvement in politics coupled with reliance on statistics, 

provides him with a somewhat unique interpretation into Saudi Arabian development.  

Tim Niblock and Monica Malik, in their work The Political Economy of Saudi 

Arabia (2007), present the most conscientious and detailed survey of the political 

economy of Saudi Arabia to date.   Their assessment is derived by exploring the 

economic development of Saudi Arabia through five criteria. Conceptually, their 

argument is broken up into a three phased analysis divided by periods of development.  

They believe that within the first phase Saudi Arabia has been successful in creating a 

private sector that will drive the state economy in the future. Second, the decades of 

infrastructure build up have placed Saudi Arabia in a good position for development.  

Third, the social structure has changed in a favorable manner for economic development 

and stability. Also, the country has been adequately opened up for foreign trade and 

investment. Next, the Saudi labor force has matured to point that it will begin to take over 

fulfilling jobs within the Kingdom. Last, the national stock market has been implemented 

in a manner that achieved the objective of a broad opening up process.  The only issue of 

concern, for Niblock and Malik, is Saudi Arabia’s continued dependence on foreign 
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labor.  Overall, they reject the application of rentier state theory to Saudi Arabia. 

Furthermore, they believe that Saudi plans have and continue to be effective in 

developing a modern and effective economic system. 

The simplicity of the development of Saudi Arabian political economy literature 

is fascinating, and follows a basic pattern.  Overall, it shows the problem of trying to 

understand a state and a region through the application of the western state model.  

Consistently, scholarship regarding Saudi Arabia and Middle Eastern development has 

summarily ignored Islamic history and tradition from the perspective that Islam was born 

and remained stagnant for 1200 years before ibn Wahhab and the Saud Family emerged. 

This method of understanding Middle Eastern politics is flawed and is in part responsible 

for a generation’s misleading conclusions.  Traditional development literature from 

scholars like Barrington Moore and Reihard Bendix were primarily focused on history 

and tradition to such an extent that a reader was overcome with an understanding of the 

states.  Yet, for unclear reasons, literature has transitioned away from this method, 

perhaps out of an underlying sense of difference between the democratic states of Europe, 

the Americas, and parts of Asia with that of the authoritarian nature of the Middle East.  

A comprehensive historical and cultural survey of the Middle East, like those created by 

Moore and Bendix, needs to be completed in order to better understand the patterns and 

tendencies in the Middle East political development. 
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SOCIETAL BASES AND WORLD DEVELOPMENT 

In an attempt to delineate development patterns this segment will attempt to 

answer whether the societal base and origins of a given state are indicators of democratic 

development?  In this examination societal base and origins will be based upon five 

variables.  The variables in question are traditional sustenance methodology, religion, 

core geographic characteristics, resource allocation, and economic development.  All of 

these variables except sustenance methodology are based on arguments made by Middle 

East scholars.  The overall purpose of this section is to examine the relationship between 

democratic development and the common arguments posited regarding the Middle East 

with the intent of uncovering general patterns of world development. 

One of the major streams of theory argues that there exists a relationship between 

democratic development and economic development.  The formula for that theory is 

simple: the stronger the economy of a given country the greater the chance that state is 

democratic with broad political freedoms extended to it citizens.  This theory’s inverse is 

also accepted, the weaker the economy the greater orientation toward authoritarianism 

and political repression.  Essentially, this theory alludes to the idea that an economically 

sound state will pursue its most desirable form of government.  However, most scholars 

equate “desirable” only with democracy.  While economics is not directly linked to an 

analysis of societal base it is important in the overall context of development, and 

therefore needs to be addressed.   
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For the variable of religion this study focuses on two major religious categories.  

These categories are Islam and Christianity.  It has been argued that Islam is an 

impediment to the development of democracy for the following reasons.  First, it is 

repressive towards women and minority groups.  Second, it is highly infused in the 

political structures of the region.  Third, Islam is by nature authoritarian.  Christianity on 

the other hand is directly linked to the democratic states of the west and is the base from 

which many of the scholars of this subject are writing from.  As such development, and 

with it democracy, is directly tied in with the Christian faith, therefore any states that do 

not ascribe to Christianity are flawed.  While Christianity and Islam have multiple 

branches such as Catholicism, Protestantism, Sunnism, and Shi’ism, this study will focus 

only on the broader parent religions.  They will be treated as branch religions are similar 

and scholars generally do not distinguish between them in the literature.  The data set for 

this category is constructed with both Islam and Christianity as independent dummy 

variables to create a comparison between the two.   

The variable of traditional sustenance methodology will be broken up into two 

categories: nomadic and sedentary.  These two variables are also indicative of the 

traditional hierarchal structure of a given state and culture.  In theory the traditional 

sustenance methodology of a state represents a broad reflection upon several facets of 

society including hierarchal order and government type.  Thus these variables are an 

attempt to indicate broadly a general political and social predisposition.  It can be argued 

that on some level all states have a nomadic history.  As such, the date of 500 C.E. is 

used as a marker to indicate states that have embraced nomadism.  In the data set, states 
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that have significantly embraced nomadism at any point in the past 1,500 years are 

indicated with a “1” and nations with sedentary tradition during that same time frame are 

marked with a “0.” 

For the variable of geography states are divided by the topographical 

characteristics of the region from which the state originates: desert, grassland, jungle/rain 

forest, and forest.  The tundra/alpine regions are so few within tested states that they are 

disregarded.  Each of the four geographic regions will be tested as individual dummy 

variables. These four topographical types easily represent the varying landscapes of the 

world.  The direct link between geography and political development is too often patently 

ignored.  Yet geography dictates the natural resources that have been available to states.  

These resources included lumber, wind power (windmill), water power (watermill), and 

food production.3  Thus geography in this survey is a historical exploration of resource 

allocation.  Methodologically there is an issue in the classification process as numerous 

states encompass multiple topographies. In an effort to create more succinct categorical 

variables this survey treats states as a single topographical type based on the 

predominantly inhabited region.  

                                                 

3 Charles Issawi, The Middle East Economy: Decline and Recovery (Markus Weiner Publisher: 

Princeton, NJ, 1995).  Issawi argues that Middle East development is dramatically impaired because of its 

lack of resources and specifically its inability to locate energy resource and accumulate a surplus which 

would allow for technological and academic pursuits.   



 

26 

Finally, for the variable of resource allocation this study will look at the quantity 

of available resources in a state.4  This variable relates to the belief that there is a link 

between development and resources and energy.  The specific resources totaled for this 

survey are oil, iron ore, coal, and bauxite.  These five resources relate to more modern 

conceptions of energy and productivity than those measured in the geographic region 

variable.  Resource allocation in this context is focused upon development in the past 100 

years as these resources become more widely accessible. The intent of this variable is to 

gauge whether or not full development can occur in narrow windows of time.  In contrast 

to the previously discussed variables, this is a continuous variable.   

In regards to the independent variable democratic development, it will be based 

upon the Freedomhouse scores.  The Freedomhouse scores go from 1 (most free) to 7 

(least free) with half scores awarded, such as 1.5 or 6.5.  For this survey the scores will be 

inverted with 7 being most free and 1 being least free.  The purpose of this is to create 

positive correlations with higher levels of democracy. There is an inherent bias as these 

scores assume a specific direction and desirability of development, which this study 

vehemently argues against.  However, they provide a necessary starting point for this 

survey.   

RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 

An initial glance at the data (table 1) shows that in general countries are more 

oriented towards democracy than they are towards authoritarianism in the twenty-first 

                                                 

4 Goode’s World Atlas, 2008. 
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century with a mean Freedomhouse rating of 4.73.  However, this assessment becomes 

more complicated when the mean scores are divided into Muslim and non-Muslim states.  

When divided among lines of religion, Muslim countries produce a mean score of 2.98 

and non-Muslim countries had a mean of 5.25, a gap of 2.27.  Also notable is that 

Muslim countries have lower per capita GDP’s at $11,632, resource allocations at 

39,394,000 tons, and are most commonly found in the deserts at a rate of 62.5%.  

Conversely non-Muslim states have a mean per capita GDP that is 23% higher ($15,136), 

resource allocations that are 28% higher (54,583), and generally originate in forest 

regions 49% of the time.   

Table 1 - Orientation Data 

Variable 
All 

Countries 
Middle East 
Countries 

Muslim 
Countries 

Non-Muslim 
Countries 

Freedom House Ratings Average 
(7=most free, 1=least free) 

4.73 
(N=190) 

2.8 
(N=20) 

2.98 
(N=44) 

5.25 
(N=146) 

Economic Development  
(200=lowest, 118000=highest) 

$14,463 
(N=190) 

$18,175 
(N=20) 

$11,632 
(N=44) 

$15,136 
(N=146) 

Sustenance Methodology  
(1=nomadic, 0=sedentary) 

0.437 
(N=151) 

1 
(N=20) 

0.943  
(N=35) 

0.31 
(N=135) 

Resources  
(1494616=highest, 0=lowest) 

50,830 
(N=170) 

56,485 
(N=20) 

39,394 
(N=42) 

54,583 
(N=142) 

Desert Geography  
(1=Desert, 0=Other) 

.19 
(N=30) 

0.95 
(N=19) 

0.625  
(N=25) 

0.04 
(N=5) 

Forest Geography  
(1-Forest, 0=Other) 

0.4 
(N=61) 

0 
(N=0) 

0.125 
(N=5) 

0.49 
(N=56) 

Grassland Geography  
(1=Grassland, 0=Other) 

0.15 
(N=23) 

0.05 
(N=1) 

0.125  
(N=5) 

0.16 
(N=18) 

Jungle Geography  
(1=Jungle, 0=Other) 

0.23 
(N=36) 

0 
(N=0) 

0.1  
(N=4) 

0.28 
(N=32) 
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When we transition to comparing Middle Eastern averages in contrast to world 

averages the situation becomes more complicated.  Middle Eastern states possess mean 

freedomhouse scores of 2.8 and simultaneously garner the highest per capita GDP’s of 

any grouping surveyed at $18,175 as well as the highest resource allocations at 

56,485,000 tons, and 95% of Middle Eastern states exist in desert regions.   

As we move into examining base relationships and correlations between the 

constant and the variables (see table 2) some distinct patterns become apparent.   

Table 2 - Relationships 

Variable Coefficient Correlation Adj. R2 

Islamic Religious Tradition 
(dummy variable) 

-2.28*** -0.49 0.24 

Christian Religious Tradition 
(dummy variable) 

2.33*** 0.59 0.35 

Other Religious Tradition 
(dummy variable) 

-0.98** -0.19 0.03 

Economic Development  
(GDP per capita 2009) 

3.91E-05*** 0.36 0.125 

Sustenance Methodology -2.39*** -0.61 0.38 

Resources -3.19E-07 -0.03 -0.01 

Desert Geography -1.83*** -0.37 0.13 

Forest Geography 1.59 0.4 0.15 

Grassland Geography -0.09 -0.02 -0.01 

Jungle Geography -0.37 -0.08 -0.01 
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The first of which is the strong negative relationship between Islam and the 

freedomhouse rankings with a coefficient of -2.28 and inversely the strong positive 

relationship between the Christian tradition and high freedomhouse rankings with a 

coefficient of 2.33, both had significance level scores of .001.  Other religious traditions 

proved to only have a moderate to weak negative effect in regards to political 

development.  Both desert and forest geographies reaffirm their previously stated positive 

and negative relationships respectively with coefficients of -1.83 and 1.59, and 

significance level scores of .001.  The factors that emerge as the strongest indicators are 

first per capita GDP (economic development) with a coefficient of 3.91E-05 and a 

significance level of .001, and secondly nomadic tribal tradition with a coefficient of -

2.39 and a significance level of .001.   

First, we will control for resources by using a set of regressions to gauge the value 

of geography (early traditional resources) and resource allocation (modern resource 

allocations) (see table 3). 

Table 3 – Control for Resources 

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Constant 
5.46 

(0.86) 
5.47 

(0.23) 
5.43 

(0.21) 
5.29 

(0.76) 

Islamic Religious Tradition 
-0.98* 
(0.41) 

-1.12*** 
(0.33) 

-1.2*** 
(0.33) 

-0.97* 
(0.41) 

Economic Development 
2.62E-05** 
(8.07E-06) 

2.72E-05*** 
(7.51E-06) 

2.33E-05*** 
(6.62E-06) 

2.23E-05** 
(7.13E-06) 

Sustenance Methodology 
-1.56*** 

(0.34) 
-1.648*** 

(0.3) 
-1.55*** 

(0.29) 
-1.49*** 

(0.33) 

Resources 
-1.65E-06* 
(6.63E-07) 

-1.64E-06* 
(6.53E-07) 
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Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Desert Geography 
-0.30 
(0.9) 

  
-0.21 

(0.81) 

Forest Geography 
0.12 

(0.87) 
  

0.2 
(0.77) 

Grassland Geography 
-4.13E-03 

(0.89) 
  

0.004 
(0.79) 

Jungle Geography 
-0.33 

(0.88) 
  

-0.2 
(0.78) 

Adj. R2  
“*”=0.1; “**”=0.05; “***”=0.001 

0.46 0.47 0.45 0.45 

 

In this regression geography is shown to have little significance and high levels of 

standard error.  This demonstrates that geographic region and traditional resources can be 

dismissed as a minor or non-factor.  The variable of resources proves to have a weak 

negative significance at -1.65E-06 and a point 0.1 significance level.  Models 1-4 show 

that the removal of either geography or resources from the equation does not have much 

impact on the other variables and the adjusted R2 remains relatively consistent 

throughout the models.  A significant relationship, in terms of an indicator, between 

resources and political development, according to this survey, does not exist.   

The next factor we will control for is the impact of religion on democratic 

development with a primary focus on Islam and a periphery focus on the Christian 

tradition as a contrast (see table 4). 

Table 4 – Control for Religion 

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Constant 
4.94 
(0.9) 

4.72 
(0.41) 

4.43 
(0.37) 

5.5 
(0.24) 
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Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Islamic Religious Tradition 
-0.6 

(0.45) 
-0.64 

(0.39) 
  

Christian Religious Tradition 
0.71^ 
(0.39) 

0.85* 
(0.38) 

1.19*** 
(0.32) 

 

Economic Development 
2.43E-05** 
(8.06E-06) 

2.54E-05*** 
(7.45E-06) 

2.36E-05** 
(7.4E-06) 

2.43E-05** 
(7.74E-06) 

Sustenance Methodology 
-1.32*** 

(0.36) 
-1.35*** 

(0.33) 
-1.45*** 

(0.32) 
-2.21*** 

(0.27) 

Resources 
-1.44E-06* 
(6.64E-08) 

-1.39E-06* 
(6.53E-07) 

-1.31E-06* 
(6.55E-07) 

-1.7E-06* 
(6.77E-07) 

Desert Geography 
-0.35 

(0.89) 
   

Forest Geography  
0.02 

(0.87) 
   

Grassland Geography 
-0.13 

(0.88) 
   

Jungle Geography 
-0.45 

(0.87) 
   

Adj. R2 
“^”=0.2; “*”=0.1; “**”=0.05; “***”=0.001 

0.47 0.48 0.47 0.42 

 

Model 1, the initial data run with all factors, demonstrates that neither the Islamic 

nor the Christian tradition proves to be a significant indicator.  In model 2, geography is 

withheld from calculation, Islam remains insignificant, but the Christian tradition variable 

actually increases in significance.  Only when Islam is dropped from the regression does 

Christianity becomes significant to the 0.001 level.  Finally when Christianity is dropped 

the only notable impact is that the negative coefficient for sustenance methodology grows 

as well as that for Resources.  Overall the presence of religion is at best a variable of 

minor significance as demonstrated by the other independent variables and the adjusted 

R2.  This set of regression demonstrates that only three variables remain significant 
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through the survey: sustenance methodology, economic development, and resources. 

What can be derived from this table is that Christianity is a stronger indicator of political 

development than Islam, but neither proves to be consistently significant in regression 

leading to a rejection of the argument that religion is a significant indicator of democratic 

development.   

In the first two regression tables both sustenance methodology and per capita 

GDP have proven to be the strongest variables in determining a state’s tendency towards 

either democracy or authoritarianism.   In order to determine their significance this 

regression (see table 5) controls for both variables. 

Table 5 – Control for Sustenance Methodology and Per Capita GDP 

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Constant 
5.47 

(0.23) 
4.59 

(0.18) 
6 

(0.18) 
5.13 

(0.16) 

Islamic Religious Tradition 
-1.12*** 

(0.33) 
-2.02*** 

(0.28) 
-0.99** 

(0.34) 
-2.11*** 

(0.31) 

Economic Developments 
2.72E-05*** 

(7.51E-06) 
4.0E-05*** 
(7.42E-06) 

  

Sustenance Methodology 
-1.65*** 

(0.3) 
 

-2.01*** 
(0.3) 

 

Resources 
-1.64E-06* 
(6.53E-07) 

-1.06E-06 
(7.22E-07) 

-1.44E-06* 
(6.79E-07) 

-5.22E-07 
(7.73E-07) 

Adj. R2 
“*”=0.1; “**”=0.05; “***”=0.001 

0.47 0.33 0.42 0.21 

 

Model 1 includes the three strongest indicators as demonstrated by prior 

regressions.  It also incorporates Islam as it remains a notable factor in scholarship.  

Model 2 in which sustenance methodology is controlled for shows a jump in the 

coefficient levels for the Islamic religious tradition from -1.12*** to -2.02*** there is 
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also a jump in the economic development coefficient from 2.72*** to 4.0***, and the 

significance of resources actually declines.  Notably in Model 2 the adjusted R2 

decreases by 0.14 from model 1.  In model 3 in which economic development is 

controlled for sustenance methodology  once again proves highly significant and the 

Islamic religious tradition variable is reduced to -0.99**.  The adjusted R2 for model 3 is 

0.42, which is 0.09 higher than the control for sustenance methodology in model 2.  The 

final model for this regression set controls for both economic development and 

sustenance methodology.  The result is an increase of the Islamic variable to -2.11 and a 

decrease in resources impact and most importantly a reduction in the adjusted R2 to 0.21.  

This set of regressions demonstrates that the variables tested, sustenance methodology 

and economic development, are the most impacting and significant consistently.  

Sustenance methodology proves to the strongest causal factor in political development 

with a continually high significance level.    The removal of both of these factors shows a 

large reduction in the R2 value.    

In conclusion, this analysis of development disputes the commonly held 

arguments on this subject.  It first denies the resource based model of development which 

has argued that the lagging Middle Eastern political development is a direct derivative of 

geography and resources.  Next it has shown that the variable of religion, and specifically 

Islam, is not a significant causal factor when held up against other more dominant 

variables.   Finally, two prime causal factors proved to be significant.  The first is 

economic development.  It, as an entity represented by per capita GDP, has held up as a 

strong positive factor for political development.  This supports the long held belief of that 
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purposed relationship.  Finally, the most significant relationships discovered is the one 

between political development and a nomadic tribal tradition.  This relationship has 

proven to have a strong negative impact.  This variable has also had the largest consistent 

coefficient as well as the highest levels of significance.  The parallel negative 

relationships between the economic development of the Islamic and nomadic states and 

political development are important.  There is clearly an overlap between these variables 

in the sense that there are numerous Muslim states that descend from a nomadic tradition.  

More to the point, Islam itself developed out of a long standing nomadic tribal tradition.  

Obvious state examples of this parallel relationship are Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Oman, and 

Syria.   

The results of this survey lead to larger questions that will be qualitatively 

explored.  The first such question is: why does the nomadic tribal tradition orient states 

towards authoritarianism?  What is it about these systems that lead to this proclivity?  

The answering of these questions is the next stop in understanding political development 

in the Middle East.  
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NOMADIC TRIBALISM IN EARLY AND MEDIEVAL ISLAM: CUSTOM 

AND EVOLUTION 

The existing scholarly idioms regarding the Middle East fixate on the rise of 

Islam as the watershed event in the region’s development process.  This conception, 

however, does not hold up against either statistical or critical analysis.  What has shown 

to be paramount is the importance of developing from a nomadic tribal tradition.  Thus, 

in order to understand development patterns in the Middle East, and specifically Saudi 

Arabia, we must examine tribal nomadism and the cultural idiosyncrasies that permeate 

that tradition. 

The literature on Middle Eastern nomadic tribalism is chronologically disjointed, 

yet inundated with points of overlap.  The two primary foci for this subject are the 

seventh century concurrent with the rise of Islam and the twentieth through twenty-first 

centuries looking at the effect of modernization on nomadism.  In the historical 

scholarship of early Islam, Ignaz Goldziher, in his book Muslim Studies (2008), has 

constructed the keystone work on the subject.  The work dedicates two expansive 

chapters to the importance of nomadic tribalism in early Islam.  Goldziher fuses steadfast 
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research and logic based inference in order to create, arguably, the most potent work on 

the subject.5   

For modern examinations of nomadic tribalism, there is no single cornerstone 

work.  Rather, there are numerous studies crossing methodologies and fields.  Amongst 

the most notable are Jibrail Jabbur’s The Bedouins and the Desert (1995) that lookd at 

nomadic tribalism from a broad anthropological perspective.  The next works of 

relevance come from Gideon Kressel in his issue specific studies Ascendancy Through 

Aggression (1996) and Let Shepparding Endure (2003).  These works look at the issues 

of blood feuds and migratory patterns, respectively.  William Lancaster contributes a 

fascinating single tribe case study with The Rwala Bedouin Today (1997).  Also of note 

are Ira Lapidus’s A History of Islamic Societies (1988) and Clinton Bailey’s Bedouin Law 

Sinai & the Negev (2009).   

Surprisingly, between the two chronologically disjointed time periods, the seventh 

century and the modern, there exists a large level of issue and conceptual based overlap.  

Issues that were important in the seventh century such as lineage, ijma (consensus), social 

welfare, and power remain backbones of nomadic tribal culture in the modern period.  In 

as much, these issues occur constantly in the literature of both periods.  The level of 

                                                 

5 Other important works on historic nomadic tribalism are Philip Hitti’s History of the Arabs 

(1949), Patricia Crone’s God’s Rule: Government and Islam (2004) (also noteworthy from Crone are 

Meccan Trade and the Rise of Islam (2004), Hagarism: The Making of the Islamic World (1980), and 

Roman, Provincial and Islamic Law (2002)), and finally H.A.R. Gibb’s articles “Some Considerations on 

the Sunny Theory of the Caliphate” (1939) and “The Evolution of Government in Early Islam” (1955). 
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continuity between the two periods speaks to the constant nature of nomadic tribalism.  

Many scholars feel that nomadism in the Middle East has remained culturally and 

socially consistent for more than a millennia and a half, which is rather striking and in of 

itself.  It is, above all, fortuitous for those trying to construct an accurate image of 

nomadic culture.   

A basic deconstruction of the nomadic tribal tradition reveals the origins of the 

modern Middle East as well as the basis of multiple Islamic pillars of faith.  Amongst the 

most notable points are the tribal emphases on issues like social welfare, perennial 

migration, domination by the strong, the protection of women, and the previously 

referenced ijma and lineage.  These tribal practices precede the Islamic era, yet they 

continue to exist relatively unchanged in the modern period.  More importantly, they 

represent the base of Middle Eastern religious and political development.  Scholars on the 

subject believe that the Islamic pillars of zakat (alms) and hajj (pilgrimage) are directly 

derived from the nomadic tradition.  Furthermore, issues such as social welfare and the 

protection of women have unquestionable tribal carryovers as well as pivotal importance 

in Islamic political and social construction.  Overall, so many cultural facets that we have 

come to associate fervently with Islam are in fact traditions that have existed in the region 

well before the scope of Islam.   

This section will proceed by looking at the origins of the political and cultural 

currents within Saudi Arabia.  This will be accomplished first by a political overview of 

early Islam and then by an examination of the tribal practices of ijma, lineage, 

domination by the strong, and social welfare.  Each nomadic tradition will be looked at 
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individually and then tied to the corresponding Islamic manifestation within Islam, the 

modern Middle East, and Saudi Arabia.  The intent of this section is to demonstrate the 

permeation of these nomadic practices within both Islam and the greater Middle Eastern 

tradition.   

The Middle East has experienced a long and well refined political development 

process.  It dates back, at its most expansive, to pre-Islamic Mecca and the system of 

authority that existed at the time.  The governmental system in place in sixth and seventh 

century Mecca is the adaptation of the nomadic principle of power and lineage carried 

over to a sedentary population.  Nearly all inhabitants of Mecca were, in one way or 

another, descendants of the greater nomadic tradition.  Philip Hitti discusses the extreme 

difficulty in delineating where nomadic life ends and where a sedentary life begins as 

well as the gray demarcations in the populaces (Hitti 1949).  Robert Hoyland expands on 

this sentiment by noting that nearly all Arabs were at one point or another settled 

Bedouin (Hoyland 2001).  And Ishan Sahid completes the thought by pointing out that 

nearly all settlements were located around the migratory oases of the Middle East (Sahid 

1970).  The city of Mecca was divided into familial clans, reminiscent of the system 

propagated by their nomadic predecessors.  Furthermore, the strongest clan, the Quarysh, 

ruled the area and ensured that its family members reaped the maximum benefits.  The 

remaining clans were further aligned in the system of power based upon their individual 

strengths and weaknesses6 (Goldziher 2008).  Feuds and challenges to the hierarchy of 

                                                 

6  Goldziher dedicates an expansive chapter of his work Muslim Studies to the interaction of 

nomadic tribalism within the city of Mecca and rise of Islam; “The Arabic Tribes of Islam” pg. 45-97. 
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power were common, and it would be fallacious to assume that the Quarysh’s power was 

either absolute or beyond challenge.  Case and point would be the rise of the Islamic 

dynasty and temporary displacement of the Quarysh.    

The emergence of the prophet Mohammed and the corresponding rise of Islam 

represent an unorthodox challenge to the status quo both from a political and cultural 

standpoint.  On one level, Mohammed preached a code of peace, forgiveness, and faith in 

a singular God.  These ideals were foreign concepts to the populace of the region.  These 

beliefs further challenged the long-standing polytheistic religious system.  On another 

level, Islam emphasized character traits such as tolerance and forgiveness, which were at 

the very least unconventional to the Meccan and Medinan populaces as well as being un-

manly and untenable to the nomadic populaces.  The results were minimal conversion 

rates coupled with the expulsion ofMohammed and Islam.  The Prophet Mohammed and 

Islam’s problems continued as they sought refuge in Medina where conversion numbers 

remained limited along with alliances.  It was not until Mohammed subverted his own 

teachings of peace and forgiveness and embraced violence, revenge, and, ultimately, the 

nomadic conception of power that his authority and influence became respected and 

began to expand (Goldziher 2008).   

On the social side, Mohammed and Islam attempted to destroy the nested lineage 

system along with the long held conception of domination by the strong.  First, 

Mohammed and his successors discouraged clan and tribal association as it represented a 

strong point of division within the community of Islam.  The intent was to replace it with 

an expansive conception of a Muslim brotherhood that transcended lineage ties.  This was 
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done in order to install the ideal that the only true tie was derived from a person’s faith.  

These social undertakings experienced moderate levels of success but never fully 

inundated the society as they were intended.  In terms of domination by the strong, the 

Prophet Mohammed and Islam wanted to create a structure where power was not related 

to violence, but instead to religious devoutness.  Temporarily, this goal was achieved 

within Islam.  Evidence to this fact can be seen in the early method of caliphal selection.  

After the prophet Mohammed’s death in 632, an assembly of Islamic leaders came 

together and chose Abu-Bakr as the successor to the prophet for political and religious 

leadership.  The selection of Abu Bakr as the Prophet’s successor was based upon his 

merits within Islam.  This process was mirrored three more times with the subsequent 

selections of Umar ibn al-Khattab in 634, with Uthman ibn Affan in 644, and with Ali ibn 

Abi Talib in 656 c.e.7 (Crone 2004).   

In 661c.e., when the leadership of the rightly guided caliphs ended and Muawiyah 

I ibn Abi Sufyan came to power, the political and cultural modifications that Mohammed 

had struggled to implement, began to crumble away.  Muawiyah reaffirmed the power 

and control of the Quraysh clan, which later manifested into Umayyad dynasty.  

Muawiyah disavowed the leadership of the caliph Ali as the tyrannical rule of a rebel and 

reaffirmed his ties to the legitimate caliph, and his ancestor, Uthman.  The re-emergence 

of the Umayyads represents the end of the second Islamic civil war.  This all resulted in 

the re-division of society into clans and familial loyalty (Crone 2004).  Furthermore 

                                                 

7  Crone explores the insertion of religious based governmental system in a region that is 

unaccustomed to the idea of statehood, pg. 3-8. 
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Muawiyah reinserted domination by the strong by shunning the council of elders election 

process in favor of anointing his son Yazid I ibn Muawiyah as his successor.  By 750 c.e. 

the reassertion of full tribal practices back into the Arabian culture was complete with the 

forced Abbasid revolution, also known as the third Islamic civil war.  The Abbasids 

relied upon a combination of violence and lineage ties to Mohammed’s family, the banu 

Hashim, in order to seize power.  The Abbasids, like the Umayyads before them, 

embraced the idea of passing the caliphate from father to son.  By 754 c.e., under the 

Abbasid caliph al-Mansur, many of the social and cultural changes Mohammed had 

implemented were purged, and their nomadic precursors began to renew themselves 

within society.  H.A.R. Gibb may have put it best when he wrote “Revolutions rarely 

change the essential character of basic institutions but only tendencies shaping them in a 

given direction”8 (Gibb 1955).   

Perhaps Islam’s greatest long-term accomplishment within the region was 

ironically the military conquests and consolidation of power that the religion enabled to 

occur.  While unquestionably flying in the face of Islam’s peaceful message, Mohammed 

provided a banner that was able to unite the disparate nomadic tribes and the sedentary 

                                                 

8 The quote is from pg. 44.  Gibb’s article “The Evolution of Government in Early Islam” argues 

that the evolution of government in early Islam has had three phases: Mohammed and the Rashidun, 

Umayyad, and Abbasid.  Each took strides to better consolidate power than their predecessors.  

Throughout, each phase was challenge by the old tribal system forcing changes in the structure.  In the end, 

what is left is a tribal political system that has been infused with Islam in order to create greater continuity 

and control over an expansive empire.   
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populaces against the non-believers.  The result was an empire that, at its largest, held the 

whole of the Arabian Peninsula, North Africa, Spain, and east to the fringes of India9 

(Gibb 1955).  The lasting legacy of the prophet Mohammed was a growing religion and 

an expansive empire. 

At this juncture, we have explored the early evolution of culture and politics in 

early Islam from a cursory standpoint.  The intent was to display the interaction of 

nomadic tradition, the burgeoning religion of Islam, and the corresponding give and take 

in power distribution.  The first two hundred years of Islam demonstrate that political 

models that place it as the causal factor for authoritarianism are mistaken.  From here, we 

will begin to examine base nomadic tribal practices, their origins, and their impacts upon 

society, culture, and politics.   

The first practice to be examined is ijma, which means “consensus.”  We must 

initially dispense with is the notion that nomadic tribal units have kings or absolute 

authoritarian leaders.  At no point in tribal history has such a leadership role existed as 

we understand it in the West.  Beyond that, the conception of a state in pre and early 

Islam was nonexistent.  In fact, there is no traditional Arabic word with any such concept 

relatable to a state (Crone 2004).   Another disconnect with applying our western 

conceptions to the Middle East is the term sheikh.  While a sheikh is commonly believed 

to be the leader of the tribe, even in the modern period, there is no singular leader within 

a tribal system.  A sheikh is an important individual in the tribal unit, but this position is 

                                                 

9 Gibb discusses the role of nomads on the early conquest period in his article “The Evolution of 

Government in Early Islam” pg. 37-8. 
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intended to be the intermediary between his tribe and the outside world.  His task is to 

gain a strong understanding of the customs and practices of other groups so that he can 

act as a liaison.  In the modern period, it is his responsibility to understand the 

bureaucracy of the government under which his tribe lives and to dispense advice to his 

people so that they can best navigate the system10 (Lancaster,1997).  Furthermore, the 

Islamic scholar ibn-Khaldun11 clearly distinguishes between a sheikh and the tribal 

leadership.  This can be seen in the following quote from his Muqqadimah, “The 

restraining influence among Bedouin tribes come from their shaykhs and leaders”12 

(Khaldun 2005).   It isn’t hard to understand how this role has commonly become 

interpreted as that of a leader, but the simple reality is that shaykh is not the leader of 

tribe because there is no singular leader.  Western political terminology fails to find 

comparable parallels historically and this same issue continues to be problematic in the 

modern period.   

The common tribal practice of ijma works by creating a system where all adult 

males come together to discuss any and all important decisions (Crone 2004).  The 

process has been compared on some level to that of a democracy in that it is a 

                                                 

10 Lancaster has an interesting commentary on the role of the sheikh in tribalism as well as their 

education and training pg.  78-80. 

11 Ibn-Khaldun [d. 1406] produce one of the most famous Islamic scholarly works that has 

remained intact to the modern day, the Muqqadimah: An Introduction to History.  Khaldun was a wealthy 

intellectual who traveled throughout the Mediterranean and recorded his findings and observations about 

history, politics, society, and the institutions of his time.   

12 This quote is from page pg. 97. 
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representative system in nature13 (Hitti 1949).  However, the process is a little more 

complex than decision making through a simple majority vote.  The idea is that when 

there are conflicting points of view a form of debate begins amongst the tribal leadership.  

It is the responsibility of advocates of a given standpoint to make their respective cases 

and attempt to sway support in their favor.  There are no “yes” and “no” votes, simply 

advocates for a given side, advocates against, and abstention.  If a given perspective 

cannot gain a large pocket of support, then it does not become an action undertaken.  The 

decision making process in the tribe is often referred to as a “consensus building process” 

in that discussions and debates can continue for some time and rallying support to a given 

idea is paramount to its success14 (Lancaster 1997).  Furthermore, not all votes are equal. 

It would seem apparent that each adult males vote counts the same.  However, tribal 

society is driven by the strong.  Votes from individuals that are known as the best 

hunters, warriors, and of the highest prestige count more.  This is the simple nature of the 

process. 

The necessity for consensus within the nomadic tribal system stems in large part 

from the understanding that there has never been any form of written law.  While written 

codices of law are common realities in many states and in some cases they have existed 

so for centuries, the same is not true for the nomadic tribal system.  What does exist in its 

place is a moral code that protects life, limb, and property with special caveats for the 

protection of women and children.  This form of unspoken code has existed between 

                                                 

13 Hitti has even argued the position that tribal Arabs are natural democrats.   

14 An in-depth discussion of the challenges of the decision making process in tribalism pg. 87-8. 
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tribes and amongst the individuals of a tribe for as long as information about these groups 

has been recorded.  Beyond this unwritten moral code, and to an extent within it, all 

matters in a given tribal unit or between multiple tribal units are decided amongst the 

tribal members via consensus.  All items possess ample room for differences of opinion 

and interpretation.  These issues range from decisions to engage in war with other tribes 

to petty conflicts between families.  Any semblance of law as we know is amorphous and 

subject to public opinion15 (Bailey 2009).  That very same notion can also be applied to 

the structure of hierarchy and what manifestations of government exist.  Nearly all things 

in a tribe are fluid and changing with the times.   

Historically, in the Middle East Islamic community, consensus has played a vital 

role in both the political process and the construction and implementation of sha’ria.  The 

first significant usage of consensus in the history of Islam comes about during the 

selection process of the rightly guided caliphs.  The Islamic leaders came together as 

representatives of their communities and discussed and debated on five separate 

occasions, if you include Muawiyah.  When a consensus was arrived at, after a 

representative election process of sorts, the Islamic community had their new caliph.  

While the issues of merit which elected Abu Bakr, Umar, Uthman, and Ali differed from 

the values that nomadic tribal tradition cherishes, the process of selection came directly 

from the nomadic consensus process.  Ironically, when Muawiyah broke from this 

process, he embraced another nomadic: tradition domination by the strong.   

                                                 

15 Bailey provides commentary on the relationship between an oral legal system and the role of 

might in pages 5-24. 
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Clinton Bailey has argued, in his work Bedouin Law Sinai & the Negev, that a 

detailed knowledge of Bedouin law might enlighten us to aspects of Islamic law.  As it 

currently stands, scholarly understanding of the early construction of Islamic law is 

incomplete.  Issues in record keeping linked to low literacy rates have inhibited the in-

depth study of nearly all facets of early Islam, including law formation.  It is from this 

position that Bailey believes that Bedouin law could provide us with an understanding of 

early Islamic law.  Bailey argues that Bedouin law, culture, and society have remained 

relatively unchanged since the pre-Islamic era, which can allow scholars glimpses into 

the structures and practices that shaped Islam and its legal idioms (Bailey 2009).   

What we do know is that, in sha’ria, consensus has always been an important 

piece of how law is derived.  Law in Islam is derived from either three or four levels 

pending on the decided methodology.  The first level is the Qur’an.  If an item is stated 

clearly in the Qur’an, such as “do not murder,” then that item, i.e. murder, is made illegal.  

There would be no need in that scenario for any of the other levels to come into effect.  

After the Qur’an, the second level is the Islamic Sunna or as it is commonly referred to 

“the tradition of the prophet Mohammed.”  From its earliest history the Islamic 

community has steadfastly recorded any and every account that it could find regarding 

the prophet Mohammed’s life.  These items were then compared to one another and 

accounts that were considered unusual or spurious with poor lines of transmission were 

dismissed.  What was left was the Sunna, or the accounts of the life of the prophet.  This 

item has been used widely to derive the “gray areas” of legality that the Qur’an failed to 

address.  The third level in the construction of Islamic law is consensus.  Its value is 
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when there are differences of opinion amongst Islamic scholars regarding how to 

interpret the Qur’an and the Sunna.  There are many instances where the meaning of 

either Qur’an and/or the Sunna are unclear and it becomes necessary for the issues to be 

discussed until a consensus of opinion can be reached to establish sha’ria (Crone 2004)16.  

The necessity of consensus is very common, especially in the modern world, as there are 

many issues that come about that would not have existed during the recitation of the 

Qur’an or during Mohammed’s life.  This very basic and critical part of Islam comes 

from the preceding nomadic tribal practice of ijma.   

As we begin to apply this legal structure to politics, we find a similar 

construction.  H.A.R. Gibb has argued that there has never existed a single Sunni theory 

regarding the caliphate.  According to Gibb, all governmental structures are fluid and 

change to fit the times.  All that matters is that the government takes responsibility for the 

implementation and enforcement of sha’ria in society.  Whether the government is 

formed around a caliph, king or sultan is immaterial; so long as sha’ria exists there is 

infinite diversity in its application17 (Gibb 1939).  This understanding is unquestionable 

reminiscent of the Bedouin governmental system.   

                                                 

16 See pages 8 and 21 for discussions on the construction of sha’ria.   

17 The argument of Gibb’s article “Some Considerations on the Sunni Theory of the Caliphate” is 

that the Caliphate is not an entity with set methods or mechanisms for rule and administration.   It is quite 

simply a structure that guarantees the implementation of sha’ria onto the community.  As such, the term 

caliphate can be applied to a broad number of governments and institutions.  The caliphate is thus a 

derivative of sha’ria and the Islamic community and not the other way around.  This understanding is the 

base of all sunni political theory.    
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To further connect sha’ria and Islamic government to tribal practices, Robert 

Hoyland provides an interesting discussion regarding the traditional Islamic entities of 

the sunna and imam.  Hoyland demonstrates that these entities originate from nomadic 

tribalism.  The sunna for the Bedouin was the established tradition that was laid down by 

a tribes ancestors and acted as a guide in the decision making process.  This is highly 

comparable to the Islamic sunna, also known as the tradition of the prophet.  As for the 

entity “imam,” in tribal society the imam was the hero whose actions were enshrined 

within the tribal sunna.  Hoyland supports his claims with the following Qur’anic excerpt 

“We have made you an imam for the people” (Qur’an 2:124); along with an excerpt from 

the renowned Islamic historian al-Tabari18 “I shall make you such that you guide those 

that come after you…you will go before them and they will follow your guidance and 

they will find their sunna in your sunna”19 (Hoyland 2001).  Hoyland clearly 

demonstrates a connection between nomadic tribalism and Islam.   

Ifhan Sahid builds on the ties of nomadism and early Islam by arguing that the 

Islamic Hajj (pilgrimage) is also a carryover from pre-Islamic society.  The city of Mecca 

had long been a pilgrimage site for nomads, as well as the settled people, for centuries 

before Islam.  People traveled great distances in order to honor the gods of Islam’s 

                                                 

18 Abu Ja’far Muhhamed ibn Jarir al-Tabari (838-923) wrote an extensive exegesis of the Qur’an 

along with a universal history of Islam.  His universal history starts from the dawn of time with Adam and 

Even and ends in 915 C.E. 

19 Hoyland extensively examines pre-Islamic Arabia.  Within this work many of the building 

blocks of Islam are found.  For information regarding the entities imam and sunna, see pg. 121. 
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polytheistic precursor religion.  Even more interesting is that the Kabba was even at that 

time the point of focus for pilgrims.  The Islamic Hajj continues that tradition as the 

Kabba remains the literal, as well and figurative, center of Islam (Sahid 1970).  The Hajj 

is one of the five pillars of the Islamic faith and yet its practice, as well as its focus, is a 

carry-over from the pre-Islamic era.   

In short, the practice of ijma has always been a cornerstone in legal and political 

matters within tribal society.  When Islam came into being, it structured its legal and 

political practices around consensus because the populace was familiar and comfortable 

with its implementation.  In the modern period, both nomadic and sedentary tribes 

continue to use consensus.  It is also implemented for purposes of sha’ria and 

contemporary state decision-making.   

The second nomadic tribal practice that we will explore is the lineage system.  

This custom represents a keystone of tribal culture as it ties groups and families together 

into nomadic tribes as well as sedentary clans.  These lineage ties are a combination of 

blood ties and a desire for group inclusion.  It is, above all, the principal method for 

deriving prestige for both the nomadic and the sedentary populaces.  To understand the 

value of any tribe, one must first understand the lineage of that tribe.    

The concept of lineage is directly tied to the value of blood.  This may seem 

somewhat simplistic.  However, blood in the nomadic tradition is considered the primary 

method of passing down traits.  It is also the foundation of interpersonal and alliance 

networks.  Contemporary science holds that a child will inherit its parents physical 

characteristics such as height, skin tone, hair color, eye color, and body build.  The tribes 
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have held that very same conception, but further believe that characteristics like morality 

are also passed down through blood as well (Goldziher 2008).  If a father, grandfather, or 

even great grandfather was tall, muscular, brave, and morally upright then members of 

that blood lineage would inherit those very same attributes.   

Lineage and blood represent the primary mechanism from which prestige is 

derived within tribal culture.  Issues like glory and valor come from tribal and personal 

action.  This practice is known as hasab.  The most important currency that a nomadic 

tribal unit will ever possess is a prestigious lineage.  The success and glories of any 

individual within a tribe are shared and embraced by all members of the tribe as their 

own, and are passed down through generations.  This prestige and the stories that come 

along with them create a system of hierarchy amongst the tribes.  Being the decedents of 

a powerful and prestigious tribe from the past is nearly as important as being powerful 

and strong in the present.  Tribes have historically denied intermarriage to unequal tribes 

and this practice continues in the present (Goldziher 2008).  No prestigious tribe would 

allow for the dilution of their blood via intermarriage with al lesser tribe.  It would be 

tantamount in the modern period to losing wealth and property.  In a world where 

possessions are limited to what can be carried, only useful things are kept.  Amongst the 

nomadic tribes the easiest and most valuable thing to carry was lineage and the stories 

that come with it.   

The Islamic scholar ibn-Khaldun interjects several interesting commentaries 

regarding lineage prestige in his work The Muqaddimah (2005).  Khaldun argues that 

blood ties are something that are natural amongst men and that it is an entity that lays the 
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foundation for affection and relations amongst relatives.  From that, men build inherent 

psychological constructs that urge them to protect and fight for those of a common blood 

relationship.  He further interjects that lineage prestige is a commodity with an expiration 

date, of sorts.  For Khaldun, men can only derive prestige from their ancestors for a 

maximum of four generations.20  No contemporary scholars have looked at lineage 

prestige in that manner, implying that either the sentiment has changed or they viewed it 

as irrelevant.   

Beyond prestige, blood acts as a mechanism for the construction of alliances, 

protection groups, and responsibility.  Tribes are primarily tied together by literal blood 

connections, but it is also common for the manufacture of fictitious blood ties.  Tribes 

occasionally adopt groups, families, and individuals that are not their blood relatives, but 

incorporate them into the tribe and allow them to share in their prestige and protection.  If 

a member of another group wrongfully kills a member of a tribe, it is incumbent upon all 

members of the violated tribe to get tolio “blood revenge” or illicit “blood money” from 

the perpetrator’s tribe.  Often agreements are struck between two tribes in order to spare 

the perpetrator’s life by a transfer of property and money.  If no agreement is reached 

then violent retribution becomes necessary.  The inverse of tolio, which could be termed 

as responsibility, is that all members of a tribe are accountable for the violations of any 

one of its members.  They will either pay tribute to the victim’s tribe or pay with their 

lives through conflict (Caskell 1954).  In a sense, individualism is relegated to a minor 

role within a tribal unit as prestige, protection, and the collective, rather than the 

                                                 

20 Khaldun, pg. 98-99. 
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individual, holds responsibility.  The concepts of lineage and blood are central to the 

inner workings of the tribal system.   

Historically, the importance of lineage within the Middle East and Islamic states 

has carried over from the nomadic tradition to its sedentary Islamic descendents.  The 

first example of the importance of lineage within Islam comes about during the 

previously referenced caliphal election process following the death of the Prophet 

Mohammed.  During this first selection process in 632 c.e., the leading candidates where 

Abu-Bakr and Ali.  Advocates for Ali emphasized that he was one of the first converts to 

Islam and, perhaps more importantly, he was a blood relative of the Prophet Mohammed.  

As Mohammed had no male children, Ali’s blood tie was considered to be very 

important.  When Abu-Bakr, who had no blood ties to Mohhamed, was ultimately 

selected as caliph it became the first major divisive point within the Islamic community.  

In time, it would prove to be the foundation of the Sunni Shi’a split.  Ali was passed over 

twice more in the caliphal selection processes of 634 c.e. and 644 c.e. in favor of non-

blood ties adding fuel to the fire.  By the time Ali was finally selected in the fourth 

selection process of 656 c.e., divisions had already become firmly entrenched in the 

Islamic community.  This is evidenced by the fact that Ali moved his capital away from 

Mecca and his reign would end with his assassination.  This all comes back to the value 

that the descendants of nomadism continued to place on the importance of lineage.   

Two other examples of lineage in the Early and Medieval Islamic periods come 

from the early years of both the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphates.  The first Umayyad 

caliph, Muawiyah, thought so much of the importance of lineage that he changed the 
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method of the caliphal selection process and implemented a lineage based system 

allowing for his son Yazhid to succeed him, thereby circumventing the prior selection 

process.  For the Abbasids, lineage was used as the basis for their revolution against the 

Umayyad dynasty.  Knowing that a simple unjustified revolution would leave them 

susceptible to the same challenges as the Umayyads, the Abbasid conspirators established 

their lineage to Mohammed through his grandfather21 (Lassner 1986).  While early 

Islamic tradition would hold this as unimportant, the Islamic community in the eighth 

century saw this as a validation to the Abbasid claim to the caliphate.  And of course, 

once the Abbasids were in power, they also embraced a lineage based succession system 

like the Umayyads before them.  There is no taking away the value of lineage from the 

children of nomadism. 

Transitioning into the contemporary, lineage ties continue to be an important 

structure for political legitimization.  Saddam Hussein, for example through his reign as 

the autocrat of Iraq, implemented numerous methods in order to consolidate his power 

and claim to authority.  At one point, he went as far as to claim descent from the 

legendary medieval military leader Saladin.  Another example is the current Sau’d family 

                                                 

21 Lassner’s work Islamic Revolution and Historical Memory examines the Abbasid revolution.  It 

highlights the planning process by the revolutionaries and their struggle to legitimize their position by tying 

themselves through blood to the prophet Mohammed.  An underlying point of Lassner’s work is the depth 

of the planning process that the leaders of the movement underwent.  While Lassner does not go as far as to 

tie their desire to connect themselves to Mohammed as an inherent homage to tribalism, it is nonetheless an 

evident tie.   
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regime in Saudi Arabia.  They legitimized their authority by claiming descent through the 

banu Hashim, the Prophet Mohammed’s clan.  Furthermore, the Sa’ud family 

consolidated its power by placing members of its family throughout the government and 

prominent corporations in the country.  While unquestionably nepotistic, it is also a 

remnant of the tribal lineage connection to alliances, protection, and responsibility.  They 

are embracing the nomadic tribal conception of prestige and loyalty as derived through 

blood.  As hard as the Prophet Mohammed tried to eliminate the familial lineage system, 

it remains even now a cornerstone of society.   

The next piece of tribal culture that we will examine does not possess a 

translatable Arabic equivalent.  The concept in question might best be labeled as 

domination by the strong.  It is a compilation of several nomadic practices like raiding, 

war, conflict, and the general competitive struggle for existence into one entity.  Any 

examination of the Arabian nomadic Bedouins quickly leads to issues of war and 

violence.  It is simply the nature of this world and the complexity of how nomadic 

tribalism works.   

The first element of all nomadic culture is survival, pure and simple.  In a perfect 

world, survival is ensured by continually locating good grazing lands for their herds, as 

well as bountiful sources of water for the people and the animals.  If a tribe finds these 

spots then all is fine.  The animals will prosper and the people will prosper as well.  

Unfortunately, the reality is far less ideal than that.  In the Arabian Desert, there is no 

certainty than an oasis that was accessible the previous year would still be available the 

next.  Any number of factors could have occurred to it, including over grazing or 
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settlement by a sedentary populace.  When issues like this have occurred it has forced 

tribes to make a decision.  On one hand, they can continue to their next migratory grazing 

spot and hope it is still accessible.  On the other hand, they can locate another nomadic 

tribe or settled area and raid it.  Both options come with risk.  The result is often the 

evaluation of each choice in the given situation. 

In any scenario, raiding is a viable option as well as a foundation of the nomadic 

culture.  A tribe’s intent in raiding is simple; acquire the necessities of existence 

primarily food, water, and animals and at the same time attempt to minimize the loss of 

life on your side and keep female and child casualties to a minimum.  Even if all goes 

according to plan for the raiding tribe, they have unquestionably created a rival in the 

process of their survival strategy.  In time, the raided tribe or sedentary populace will 

regain their strength and attempt to extract retaliation.  This process of raid and retaliation 

will continue back and forth for some time until either one tribe is wiped out or more 

commonly a peace can be reached.  Any way it is looked at, the desert is a perpetual war 

zone and the life of a nomadic tribesmen is an ongoing competitive struggle for existence 

(Shahid 1970).   

Previous discussions regarding nomadism have looked at the absence of any 

written or firm set of laws that exist between the tribes.  What has been created in this 

void is a system of domination by the strong, or in other words the tribe that posses the 

highest relative power makes up the rules until their power is either diminished or 

supplanted by another tribe.  If the relative power of any given tribe is strong enough, 

they can even choose to reject the most basic concepts of the veiled nomadic value 
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system based around life, limb, and property.  As the cliché goes, might makes right.  

There is also a parallel conceptual overlap between honor and might (Bailey 2009).  The 

stronger a person or tribal group is the more honorable they are, or as it could be 

transfixed justice and honor are relative to the number of swords a tribe has to enforce it.     

What emerges from this strength-based mindset is a connection between nomadic 

tribes and perpetual war.  Any peace or semblance of justice lasts only as long as grazing 

and supplies hold up.  Once any tribe’s ability to sustain itself breaks down, so does any 

ability to maintain peace and justice.  Peace, then, is nothing more and a temporary 

interlude within a larger ongoing war (Asad 1973). From that understanding, we can 

begin to look at how nomadic tribalism interacted with the rise of Islam.    

Prophet Mohammed understood from his very first contacts with the nomadic 

tribesmen that Islam alone was not going to be enough to stir that populace towards 

supporting his cause.  The nomads responded only to power, pure and simple.  In the 

seventh century, as well as today, power comes in only a few forms: military prowess, 

social elevation, and possessions (the most common being animals).  All of the elements 

have a common theme; they are practical and increase a tribe’s ability to influence, others 

both within a tribe and with other tribes (Lancaster 1997).  Power within this conception 

possess a physicality of sorts that allows it to be passed on from generation to generation.  

Beyond inheritance, power is commonly gained through expressions of military power, 

be it war or raids (Caskell 1954).  Those with the greatest levels of strength take what 

they want from the weaker tribes.   
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Mohammed struggled mightily to recruit the nomadic tribesman to Islam and 

securing an alliances with them.  His problems sprang from multiple issues.  First, as a 

leader, Mohammed did not possess the types of qualities that the nomadic tribesman 

admired.  He was a city dweller, he preached tolerance and forgiveness, and he was 

initially an unproven warrior.  Nearly all he was represented challenges to the nomadic 

idealism.  Those pieces alone made a swearing of allegiance to him nearly a prohibitive 

issue.  Why would a nomadic tribe ally itself militarily with the prophet Mohammed 

when it would likely result in the weakening of that tribe’s position?  This was a question 

every tribe had to ask itself.  While this may seem a bit simplistic, all tribal issues were 

military and security related, and while converting to Islam may have increased their 

numbers, it also diluted the overall level of skill of a given warrior.  Also, the prophet 

Mohammed was neither willing to nor capable of elevating the nomads socially because 

Islam was constructed under an umbrella of equality amongst the faithful.  The result of 

Mohammed’s denial for social elevation was the refusal of the tribes to ally with him22 

(Guillaume 2006).  These items, taken together, created an atmosphere that made it very 

difficult for the Muslims to convert the tribes.   

It is not until the prophet Mohammed’s break with his own teaching that he was 

able to derive the allegiance and the conversion of the nomadic tribes.  During the 

prophet’s time in Medina, he had preached to the nomads and make them every promise 

                                                 

22 This work is a translation of Muhammed ibn Ishaq ibn Yasar’s Sirat Rasul Allah, or as it is 

translated, the The Life of Muhammad.  Ibn Ishaq’s work is the oldest existing biography of the Prophet 

Muhammad dating back to the eighth century c.e. 



 

58 

he could under the faith of Islam, yet nothing worked.  Mohammed grew more and more 

frustrated with the nomads, but he knew he needed the nomads if he had any hope of 

defeating the Quarysh and taking control of Mecca.  Yet, the nomads proved unswayable 

by doctrine.  As the story goes, Mohammed finally gave in to his frustration and provided 

the nomads with a herd of animals for them to take care of and sent them on their way 

with one of his representatives.  Just outside of the city limits of Medina, the nomadic 

tribe decided to kill Mohammed’s representative and keep the heard of cattle for 

themselves.  Word got back to Mohammed regarding what had happened and he 

responded by sending a detachment of men after them.  When Mohammed’s men caught 

the rogue tribe, they slaughtered the guilty tribesmen for their crimes (Goldziher, 2008).  

From that point forward, Mohammed’s relationship with the tribes would never be the 

same.   

Following that violent incident, Mohammed found it easier to connect and recruit 

nomadic tribesmen to his cause.  The tribes had gained a respect for him that Islam would 

never have allowed him to derive.  From that point, the nomadic tribes would become, in 

many ways, the military arm of Mohammed, his successors, and Islam.  For centuries, the 

Bedouin had carried on violent feuds with one another to which only exhaustion and 

intervention could stop.  Interestingly, under early Islam the tribes obediently followed a 

Hijaz (sedentary) commander23 (Vaglieri 1970).  Some would argue this was related to 

                                                 

23 Vaglieri’s article “the Patriarchal and Umayyad Caliphates” is limited in its discussions of tribal 

society, but does however possess several interesting references to their role in the conquest period.  See 

page 58. 
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their devotion to Islam.  More pragmatic scholars believe, however, that it was a chance 

for the Bedouin to expand their possessions and power.  In time, the Bedouin would 

come to make up the majority of the soldiers during the conquests in the early Islamic 

period.  They even participated in the invasion and conquest of Mecca.  Furthermore, 

they played a pivotal role during the early Islamic conquest period that started under Abu 

Bakr.  The nomadic tribesmen became the backbone of invasions throughout the Middle 

East and North Africa (Asad 1970).  The nomads made up the bulk of Muslim troops, 

while the officers were primarily composed of sedentary Muslims from Mecca and 

Medina (Kressel, 2003).  The rightly guided caliph Uthman once went as far to say “I bid 

the caliph who succeeds me to be mindful of God and solicitous of the warly 

muhajirum…and I urge him to dwell by the Bedouin, for they are the root of the Arabs 

and the substance of Islam” (Jabbur 1995).  The famed Islamic scholar ibn Khaldun adds 

a parallel commentary “Fortitude has become a character quality of theirs, and courage 

their nature.  They use it whenever they are called upon or roused by alarm.  When 

sedentary people mix with them in the desert or associate with them on a journey, they 

depend on them.   They cannot do anything for themselves without them”24 (Khaldun 

2005).  These points emphasize the importance that was placed on the Bedouin. 

Beyond the conquests, the nomadic tribes came to play an important role in the 

Islamic system of political authority.  In the early phases of the Umayyad dynasty, the 

Umayyad caliphs sought an alliance with the Bedouin in order to solidify their power.  

                                                 

24 This quote is from ibn-Khaldun’s chapter “Bedouin Civilization, Savage Nations and Tribes” 

pg. 94-95. 
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They understood that without the support of the tribes they would not be able to maintain 

any semblance of political authority.  In the waning years of the Umayyad dynasty, the 

caliphs began to take for granted the value of the nomadic tribes.  As the Abbasids began 

to make their play for power, they took advantage of the expired alliance between the 

Umayyads and the Bedouin.  The Abbasids sought out and gained the allegiance of the 

Bedouin in their attempts to destabilize the Umayyad dynasty.   As had been the case 

under the Umayyads, the Bedouin became an integral piece in the Abbasid revolution.  

Learning from the mistakes of their predecessors, the Abbasids consistently worked to 

maintain their ties with the Bedouin.  As such, the Bedouin where pivotal in the 

maintenance of Abbasid political authority (Jabbur 1995).    

The descendants of the early nomads continued to play an important role in 

protecting and serving Islam through their role in the military.  In modern Saudi Arabia, 

the Bedouin make up the majority of the Saudi National Guard.  They are considered the 

perfect protectors of the state because of their military prowess, flexibility, and religious 

tolerance.  Furthermore, the Saudi National Guard is widely considered to be the 

strongest and most influential military edifice within Saudi Arabia.  Donald Cole cites 

three factors that account for the unity between the sedentary and nomadic in modern 

Saudi Arabia.  First, the historic village is fused with pastoral nomadism.  Second, 

traditional tribes are tied to the regional urban centers via ancestry and trade.  Third, the 

nomads played a significant military role in the founding of Saudi Arabia.  Their 

religiousness was stirred by the Wahabi teachings leading to tribes involvement in the 

wars for statehood, reminiscent of what occurred in early Islam.  Traditionally, nomads 
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do not feel capable of interpreting religion, but they do view themselves as Mujahidin or 

Holy Warriors25 (Cole 1973).  It speaks volumes about the role of the nomadic tradition 

and their influence on twenty-first century Islam that the nomads continue to carry out the 

same traditional roles that they have occupied since the founding of Islam.   

The next item we will look at in this section is the importance of social welfare 

within a nomadic tribal system.  In past discussions, we have talked about issues like 

communal responsibility in regards to revenge and compensation along with points like 

the sharing of prestige.  Both of these will act as a starting point for this segment.  The 

first issue that must be understood is that, on a level, all things are shared within a tribal 

system.  This includes animals, food, weapons, tools, and also prestige.  Essentially, 

within a nomadic tribe, all possessions are shared for the greater good of the all people 

(Salzman 2008).   Nomadic tribesmen understood that the survival of the group is 

dependent on the maintenance of all.  If vital possessions such as food were not shared 

then individuals would break off from the tribe and go out on their own in order to 

address the issue.  This would cause an overall weakening of the tribe from a militaristic 

standpoint and would further demonstrate to other tribes a form of weakness and 

vulnerability, both of which a tribe desperately wanted to avoid. 

Some scholars, like Cynthia Nelson, have gone as far as to compare nomadic 

tribal culture to socialism because of the evident parallels regarding possession sharing, 

                                                 

25 Donald Cole looks into the relationship of nomads and the contemporary state of Saudi Arabia.  

An underlying point of his work is of similarity between the founding of modern Saudi Arabia and the 

early Islamic empire.  See pages 113-124.   
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labor distribution, and the overall importance placed on the community survival.  The 

conception is basic in nature, but not without merit.  To begin with, it is accurate that in 

tribal culture all possessions are shared in a manner that maintains the continuity and thus 

strength of the tribe.  This social communal sharing allows for a distribution of labor 

between managing cattle, weaving of camel fur into cloth, hunting and gathering, 

watching over the children, cooking, and raiding/war.  If possessions are not shared 

communally, there would be a break down of labor distribution.  These pieces come 

together to create a community survival ethic.  Community survival in tribalism is further 

linked to numerous other issues like the previously mentioned protection and prestige 

(Nelson 1973).  Some find the comparison of Nomadism to Socialism superficial and 

misleading, and certainly it would be a mistake to attempt to apply too many parallels.  

With that said, nomadism is in many ways a simplistic lifestyle predicated around 

survival, as is socialism.  Attempts to make nomads or socialists more complicated than 

that denies the very nature of what they stand for.  Both systems aim to ensure survival 

through maximization of resources and power. 

Above and beyond the communal nature of the tribes existed a powerful emphasis 

on charity.  This existed within tribes to help take care of families who had lost 

individuals to death through natural causes or conflict.  There was also a charitable and 

hospitable spirit towards the needy that a nomadic tribe may come in contact with.  This 

mentality even carried over to helping other nomadic tribes who were in need of supplies 

and protection (Crone 2004).  Part of this can be connected back to the conception of 

lineage prestige, and it can also be attached to the desire of a given tribe to be aided in the 
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future if their fortunes had changed.  In any circumstance, charity is an important part of 

the tribal ethic. 

The sedentary populaces of the pre-Islamic and early-Islamic Arabia were by 

nature less charitable than their nomadic counterparts.  The connection between an 

individual’s survival and that of other Meccans or Medinians, or any inhabitant of a local 

town, was minimal and in some cases nonexistent.  Survival and social welfare are 

interlinked conceptions.  When individual survival is not dependent on a larger entity, 

like a nomadic tribe, then adherence to social welfare begins to break down.  In a 

nomadic tribe lives are precious commodities that help assure survival.  In cities and 

villages, connections are reduced to smaller groups and often only family units.   

As Islam begins to emerge, the prophet Mohamed adopts a similar conception to 

the idea of social welfare to that held by nomadic tribes.  The first example of this can be 

seen in the institution of zakat, and also the practice of sadaqah.  The Arabic term zakat 

is one of the five pillars of the Islamic faith.  The action of zakat is comparable to paying 

a social welfare tax in order to aid the poor of the population, in essence a form of 

almsgiving.  Zakat is an obligatory act incumbent upon all Muslims.  It has historically 

been a method of proving an individual’s adherence to the religion of Islam.  Zakat is 

often referred as a “purification of wealth.”  The other practice of note is sadaqah.  

Sadaqah is conversely a “purification of self.”  It is a purely voluntary action undertaken 

by those who wish to go above and beyond the required zakat in order to help his or her 

fellow men and women.  Both practices have clear parallels with the nomadic tribal 

conception of social welfare.  Both Islamic almsgiving and nomadic social welfare seek 
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to balance possession and help those who are in need and above all ensure survival of the 

community.   

The practices of zakat and sadaqah became prevalent in Islam around 620 c.e.  

and continue to be practiced in the modern period in many states.  At certain times in 

history, the practice of zakat was institutionalized, but for the most part it has remained 

an act only overseen by only god and free from governmental agency.  Any Muslim 

individual who feels truly tied to his or her religion is required to a take a small 

percentage of his or her wealth each year and gives it in aid to an individual or family that 

is in need.  Preferably, the needy individuals should be someone in that person’s local 

community.   

Another facet of social welfare in nomadic culture is the emphasis place upon the 

protection of women.  The religion of Islam is commonly viewed in the modern period as 

oppressive towards women.  Yet, this paper would contend that the Muslim attitude 

towards women is a derivative of the nomadic cultural treatment of women.  In the 

nomadic culture, women are viewed as innocent and of great value; and as such they are 

placed on a pedestal and protected.  This protection is not limited to physical intrusions.  

It also includes attacks on a woman’s reputation and honor.  Some scholars have gone as 

far as to argue that the sanctity of a women is the backbone of tribal culture (Keohane 

1999).  The stereotype of the oppressed and denigrated Middle Eastern women is 

inaccurate. Women in nomadic culture, as well as Islamic culture, are protected because 

they are so highly valued and looked upon.  In essence, she is revered within these 

societies.   
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The concept of the protection of women in nomadic culture is heavily focused 

upon the issue of reputation.  At a basic level, reputation dictates the ease or difficulty in 

finding a partner for a female.  At a more complex level, the reputation of women reflects 

immensely on the character and honor of her tribe.  There is a not so subtle connection 

between the honor and reputation of a tribe’s women and the tribe’s lineage prestige.   A 

great deal is viewed to be reflected in a women’s reputation (Lancaster 1999).  The honor 

and reputation of women is not simply a personal matter.  It possesses broader tribal 

implications.  For example, to question or inversely to be questioned regarding the 

chastity of a tribe’s women is a serious matter.  This sort of insult has lead to violent 

conflict, along with inter-tribal war.  It is not an issue that is taken lightly at all.  To 

verbally insult the honor and reputation of a woman is nothing short of a declaration of 

war (Kressel 1996).  It is an understatement to say that female reputation is very 

important issue in tribal culture; it is probably more accurate to state that this is an issue 

of life and death.   

Moving beyond verbal insults, the sexual violation of women is another reflective 

point within tribal culture.  Sexual violations come in two forms: consensual and forced.  

Consensual sexual intercourse with a female who is single or married to another man 

reflects poorly on her tribe and more directly on her parent’s character.  It is believed to 

demonstrate poor upbringing and a challenge to a tribe’s lineage prestige.  Generally, 

consensual intercourse is viewed as an indictment of the female’s tribe.  On the other 

hand, forced sexual intercourse is wholly reflective of the aggressor’s tribe and family, 

along with being an immense disrespect for the victim’s tribe.  The repercussions for 
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such an act would be death through retaliation, unless the aggressor’s tribe was willing to 

strike a material agreement with the victim’s tribe to spare his life (Bailey 2009).  In 

either scenario, the issue of reputation is paramount.   

All of this points to the inherent value placed upon women and children in order 

to shield them from the tumultuous violence of the world.  Overall, in tribal culture 

women have restricted public lives in contrast to that of the social range of 

males26(Lancaster 1997).  We have already discussed the importance of female 

reputation, as well as how reputation is derived by their treatment and upbringing.  

Beyond those points the lives and protection of women are critical to tribal culture.  It 

should, at this point, go without saying that any form of forced physical contact with a 

woman is a major issue, so much so that this ethic carries over into times of war and 

conflict.  There has long existed an inter-tribal code that if one tribe raids another they 

will leave the women and children literally untouched regardless of the level of 

surrounding conflict.  There are stories where a male member of a marauding tribe has 

violated this code and was killed by his own tribesmen for the dishonor.  Furthermore, 

the same tribal ethic holds that a victorious tribe should always leave enough food and 

supplies after a raid so that the women and children can survive for weeks after.  It is 

seen as morally reprehensible to raid a tribe, kill its men, and leave the women and 

children for dead (Keohane 1999).  Even though traditional nomadism has existed in a 

                                                 

26 Lancaster explores the social differentiation of men and women in twentieth century tribal 

culture through the model of the Rwala Bedouin.  See page 45 of his work. 
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perpetual state of war, there has long existed a code of ethics in order to protect the 

innocent.   

An interesting caveat regarding women’s role in tribal culture is that they do not 

possesses a true judicial identity.  This understanding would seem to lend credence to the 

idea of women as second-class citizens in tribal culture.  However, a more thorough 

examination would show this not to be the case.  The fact that women do not have 

judicial identity shields them from the decision making process along with culpability 

that goes along with it.  It should also be noted that men cannot have their own tent or 

judicial identity either without a women.  In essence, until a man is partnered with a 

woman and he has taken responsibility for her and their children, he is a judicial non-

entity as well (Lancaster 1997).  Inherently, there is a power partnership that exists within 

tribal society between males and females. 

These tribal precepts regarding the protection of women and children are highly 

infused into modern Islamic culture.  Islam has historically placed a high value upon 

shielding women and children from the chaos of the world comparable to tribal 

mechanism.  The first example would be the removal of honorable women from 

government and broader society.  This action is done on one level in order to veil 

women’s accountability.  It is on another level enacted to remove an entity of temptation 

from those who may stray from the path of Islam.  This is further seen in pieces of 

clothing like the ijab, which is used in order to decrease the chances of sexual violation.  

To take away a source of attraction from men is at its very core a protective mechanism.  

While the protection of women is not a perfect structure in Islamic society, it is effective.  
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Seeing parallels between the Islamic and nomadic mindsets in regards to women is a 

simple undertaking.  

A greater examination of the impact of tribal nomadic culture into the religion of 

Islam is possible.  The amount of social, political, and cultural carryover from nomadism 

into Islam is immense, and what is undertaken here only begins to scratch the surface.  As 

of now, no scholar has dedicated an exhaustive work to the subject.  Yet, many scholars 

call attention to varying points of overlap and interaction between the two.   The 

statistical data from the previous section highlighted the importance of nomadic tribal 

culture in the orientation of government and especially in contrast to the impact of Islam.   
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THE NOMADIC TRIBAL IMPACT ON THE DEVELOPMENT OF SAUDI 

ARABIA 

At this point we have quantitatively examined development patterns, and we have 

proceeded from that to examine the variable of a nomadic tribal tradition qualitatively.  

Together, the previous sections demonstrated the importance of nomadic tribalism in 

historical Middle Eastern development.  Many of the perceived defining characteristics of 

Islam have been shown to be carryovers from nomadic tribalism.  The historical Middle 

East in this framework is a tribal nomadic culture with a monotheistic religion inserted on 

top of it.  Now we will look at a singular Middle Eastern state, Saudi Arabia.  The intent 

is to show that the same nomadic cultural norms that dominated Islam in the early and 

medieval times continue to drive and dictate culture, society, and politics in the modern 

period.   

Saudi Arabia was chosen as the case for study in this section because of its 

cultural and religious importance in the Middle East.  Islam was founded within the 

confines of what is now Saudi Arabia.  The Prophet Mohammed lived the majority of his 

life in the western regions of Saudi Arabia, specifically in the cities of Mecca and 

Medina.  Furthermore, many of the most important tribes that dominated the cultural 

landscape of Islam and the region’s history were from what is now Saudi Arabia.  As we 

move into the modern, Saudi Arabia continues, to literally and figuratively, be the center 
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of Islam.  Mecca remains the point of focus for prayer and the Hajj, and also because 

Saudi Arabia continues to be a culture that implements sha’ria as its legal system and 

conservatism as a cultural norm.   

This section will proceed by first looking at a brief history of the state of Saudi 

Arabia.  Interestingly, there are numerous points in the history of this state that have 

striking parallels of comparison with events and developments in Early and Medieval 

Islamic history.  As this section progresses, these evident historical parallels become 

more and more evident, and begin to reiterate the constant nature of a nomadic Middle 

Eastern culture.  As oil emerges in the state, Saudi Arabia’s decision makers are placed at 

a crossroads on how to proceed.  The issue of oil, in many ways, becomes the defining 

characteristic of how the outside world perceives Saudi Arabia.  Debates like 

modernization vs. traditionalism; and conservatism vs. liberalism began to occur.  And 

the question becomes: where does Saudi Arabia stand when the dust settles in the wars of 

culture and development?  

This history of modern Saudi Arabia is often started with Mecca and Medina, as it 

did in the early years of Islam.  Mecca and Medina, and the surrounding villages, have 

existed for thousands of years.  And as this paper would argue, the factors that have 

shaped the region are even older than the cities.  The very nature of nomadism is that it is 

the precursor to nearly all sedentary existence.  Shifting forward, the modern incarnation 

of Saudi Arabia began its transition to statehood with the eighteenth century founding of 

the Islamic movement of Wahabism.   
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The founder of Wahabism was Muhammed ibn ‘Abd al-Wahab.  He created a 

movement under the auspice that near all Muslims of the eighteenth century were 

negligent in the practice of true Islam.  Al-Wahab grew up in a small town called al-

Uyayna in the Najd region.  From a very young age al-Wahab’s father and his first 

teacher noticed a tendency within him to deviate from traditional doctrine in his 

examinations of Islam.  In 1726. al-Wahab’s religious views cost his father his job and 

correspondingly forced the two to leave their home town of al-Uyayna.  From there they 

moved to the town of Huraymile and later al-Wahab moved to Medina.  In Medina. he 

began to further refine his beliefs by interacting with other intellectuals.  Among the most 

notable was shaykh ‘Abddullah bin Ibrahim.  Amongst their many discussion points was 

the works of the famed intellectual from the fourteenth century ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328)27.   

After his time in Medina al-Wahab bounced around the Middle East.  Some 

stories hold that he moved to Iran and married a wealthy widow; similar to what the 

prophet Mohammed did with his marriage to Khadija.  In 1740, al-Wahab’s father died 

and by most accounts this event pushed his intellectual development.  It is often 

contended that the death of al-Wahab’s father allowed him to more fervently pursue his 

beliefs.  Also in the aftermath of his father’s death, he returned to his hometown of al-

Uyayna where the town’s ruler Uthman bin Mu’ammar granted him protection.  Soon 

                                                 

27 Ibn Tamiyya wrote exentsivley regarding the practice and implementation of Islam as well as 

some forays into Islam impact on politics.  Tamiyya never attained much fame for his writings in his own 

lifetime.  His works and ideas only became influential centuries after his death in 1328.   
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thereafter, Uthman began to embrace al-Wahab’s teachings.  They cemented their 

alliance when al-Wahab married Uthman’s aunt al-Jauhara.   

Al-Wahab and Uthman allied themselves with Muhammed ibn Sa’ud.  Ibn Sa’ud 

pledged his allegiance to the burgeoning Wahhabi belief system and his aid in waging 

Jihad against the tauhid (non-believers).  In 1746, the Wahabi-Saudi state formally 

declared Jihad against their enemies.  Together, they first conquered most of the Najd 

region along with the tribes of central Arabia.  Then in 1773 under the leadership ibn 

Sa’ud’s successor ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn Sa’ud they captured the city of Riyadh.  By 1803, 

they had spread their control over the Hijaz region, then in 1805 Medina, and finally in 

1806 Mecca.  In 1811, the Egyptians, supported by the Ottoman Empire, assembled a 

force and recaptured Mecca and Medina from the Wahabi-Saudi alliance.  The famed 

Egyptian leader Muhammed ‘Ali Pahsa was the commander of the invasion.   

From a doctrinal standpoint, al-Wahab sought to erase what he perceived as more 

than 1000 years of heretical Islamic legal and dogmatic development.  He attempted to 

bring a whole new interpretation of Islam from scratch via the Qur’an and Sunna.  He 

viewed the majority of Muslims during his time as being guilty of shirk28 because they 

were not fulfilling their duties as Muslims successfully.  Al-Wahab’s interpretation of 

Islam was distinctly more strict and conservative than it’s manifestations in the 

                                                 

28 Shirk translates loosely as innovation.  In contrast to the western conception of the term which 

has a positive connotation, innovation has traditionally been viewed in the Islamic tradition as a major 

religious violation.   



 

73 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  While initially his philosophies were disregarded as 

innovations they would in time gain support as well as popularity. 

There are numerous points of connection with the life and teachings of the 

prophet Mohammed with al-Wahab which is a large part of his allure and mythology.  

The most apparent points of intersection are their respective forced departures from their 

hometowns which lead to extended stays in the city of Medina coupled with alleged 

marriages to wealthy widows, and above all a triumphant return to their hometowns and 

the subsequent removal of the label heretic from their heads.  The final piece of this is of 

course being the spread of their belief system via conquest.   

The second Saudi state began in 1824 when Turki bin Abdullah assembled a 

garrison and drove the Egyptian forces from Dar’iya.  In 1834, Turki was assassinated 

and replaced by his son Faisal.  Faisal would not sit on the throne for long.  Shortly after 

his ascension he was forced into exile.  By 1838, the Egyptians had reinvaded the 

regional home of Wahabism, the Najd, successfully capturing it and installing a puppet 

government.  Faisal returned from exile in 1843 and restored order in the Najd region and 

expanded the boarders of the second Saudi kingdom to the edge of Oman.  Faisal would 

die in 1865 ending the second kingdom and ushering in a period of interfamily conflict as 

numerous individuals vied for power (Cordesman, 2003).29 

                                                 

29 Anthony Cordesman provides a good history of the three Saudi kingdoms in his work, see pages 

14-16. 
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The third or Modern, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, traces its roots to the return of 

Abd al-Aziz ibn Sa’ud from exile.  In 1902, abd al-Aziz ibn Sa’ud along with a small 

band of followers attacked the city of Riyadh and seized control of its main fortress.  In 

the midst of the process he launched another Wahabi revival.  In late 1911 and early 1912 

abd al-Aziz ibn Sa’ud inaugurated a fanatical force of Islamic warriors known as the 

Ikhwan.  The Ikhwan were believed to number in the thousands.  By 1912, Abd al-Aziz 

had expelled the Egyptian Rashid’s permanently and reclaimed the Najd and central 

Arabia.  In 1924 Hussein, abd al-Aziz ibn Sa’ud’s rival, declared himself caliph of Islam 

and staked his claim to the Hijaz region.  Shortly thereafter, in 1926, abd al-Aziz ibn 

Sa’ud invaded the Hijaz where conquered Mecca and Jedda.  In  the process, is forced 

Hussein to abdicate his thrown.  The foundation of the modern Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

was completed on September 23, 1932 when abd al-Aziz officially created Saudi Arabia 

(Cordesman, 2003). 

As we transition, the economic development of Saudi Arabia has been a wholly 

recent entity.  Prior to 1932, the region was desolate with few prospects for economic 

development.  Industry revolved around sustenance agriculture, basic trade, cattle 

farming, tourism, and pearl diving.  All of these practices represent traditional economic 

practices in the region, and with the exception of pearl diving all continue to this day 

(Rumaihi 1980, 50-4).  In 1932 after the discovery of oil and natural gas reserves, the 

economic development of Saudi Arabia was propelled forward at a previously 

unprecedented rate.  Oil has been the primary driver of development in this sector 

without question, but the Saudi regime has taken numerous strides, beginning in the late 
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seventies, to diversify economically.  This was first evident with reinvestment into the 

industrial and agricultural infrastructures, and in the current period by legislation which 

further drew Saudi Arabia towards international economic standards that would allow for 

greater foreign participation and Saudi Arabia’s inclusion into the WTO (World Trade 

Organization).  

First and foremost, economics trade have always played an important role in the 

Middle Eastern community, reaching back to its tribal origins. There are no theocratic or 

dogmatic obstacles to trade within the tribal nomadic or Islamic structures.  The Qur’an 

and the Sunna contain numerous references to trade with Muslims and non-Muslims alike 

(Rodinson 1966, 235-8).  Furthermore, Islam has long possessed a detailed economic 

system derived from the Qur’an and the Sunna.  The most basic and established of these 

principles is the God ordained wealth tax (zakat)30.  Zakat is also one of the five pillars of 

Islam and considered one of the most basic acts of purification within the religion.  Other 

developed economic entities in Islam are a tax on land (ushr), tax on revenue derived 

                                                 

30 Zakat is not traditionally administered by the government.  There have however been attempts 

in the twentieth century by Islamic states to make it more regulated, but for the most part they have been 

unsuccessful.  Zakat is referenced numerous times in the Qur’an and the Sunna.  Theoretically speaking 

zakat  is one of the most well developed articles of the Islamic faith and is considered an obligatory act on 

all Muslims.  The 2.5% rate is a modern development, neither the Qur’an nor the Sunna provide specific 

amount for donation.   
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from the land (kharaj), poll tax for non-muslims (jizyah)31, a tax on mines, and issues of 

inheritance .  With the exception of jiyzah, all of the economic principles are still being 

implemented currently in Saudi Arabia.  The only obstacle to full economic compatibility 

with the west is forbiddance on taking interest on mortgages and loans (usury or riba) 

(Cummings 1980, 26-36).    

Traditionally in the Arabian peninsula, towns emerged along trade routes and at 

cross roads.  Mecca and Medina are products of this early development philosophy.  Prior 

to the emergence of Islam, Mecca was a notable trade city in the region.  It grew at high 

levels as it became the holy city of Islam as well as the seat of power for the early Islamic 

Kingdom.  Its time, however, as the capitol city of Islam was short lived as the Caliphate 

would move to Damascus with the rise of the Umayyad dynasty in 666 c.e. and then later 

to Baghdad during the time of the Abbasids.  The transition of the Imperial capitol city 

away from Mecca plunged Mecca, Medina, and most of the remaining cities of the 

Arabian Peninsula back into being relative backwater trade spots as they had been prior 

to the rise of Islam.  The only notable remnant that remained of value for these cities was 

the Hajj (Lackner 1999, 5-8).   

                                                 

31 Jizyah is a tax applied for disbelief or lack of military service.  In early Islamic empire only 

Muslims served in the army, thus non-Muslims were viewed as reaping the benefits from the Muslim 

soldiers.  Jizyah also was applied because non-Muslims did not pay zakat, in some instances it simply 

represented a balancing mechanism.  It is no longer instituted in Saudi Arabia. 
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Starting with the rise of Islam and transitioning into the Islamic empire and 

religions golden age several important political structures emerged that continued to play 

an important role in the structure of Saudi Arabia.  The first of which was the Majlis.  

The Majlis is a coming together of the community to address concerns regarding varied 

issues.  This practice, in fact, is a remnant of pre-Islamic tribal practices, but was 

developed further during the Islamic era.  Also important was the refining of the Islamic 

legal structure.  The development and analysis of the Qur’an as well as the life of the 

prophet along with their applicability to law resulted in a complex and refined legal 

system.  Of which modern Saudi Arabia continues to build upon.  The concept of Sha’ria 

is a part of this much longer and broader legal tradition.  Both majlis and sha’ria are 

practices that continue to permeate the structure and decision making process of Saudi 

Arabia (Lackner 1999, 7-9).   

During the pre-oil era economic possibilities were extremely limited in the region.  

Point of fact, the only significant source of income in the region prior to 1932 was 

tourism from the pilgrimage to Mecca and Medina (hajj)32.  The tribe controlled the Hijaz 

region (Mecca and Medina) controlled the most significant source of wealth.  Notable 

strides in economic development occurred with the 1927 construction of the Jeddah-

Mecca road, the 1928 expansion of motor traffic, improvement of medical facilities, and 

                                                 

32 The Hajj is one of the five pillars of Islam.  It is based upon Mohammed’s migration from 

Mecca to Medina in 610 c.e..  All Muslims if they are physically and financially able are supposed to 

perform the Hajj at least once in their lives.  The Hajj is on a set period on the Islamic Hijra calendar and 

thus occurs at different times during the year on the basic western calendar. 
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also the 1929 establishment of a communications network. By 1932, the fruits from these 

efforts were considered to be meager and the impact from the Great Depression was even 

beginning to reach into Saudi Arabian industry.  (Malone 1980, 24-7).  Industry of any 

sort in the pre-oil era produced limited economic benefits and in most cases provided 

only enough for survival.  This is punctuated by the fact that the center of the Arabian 

Peninsula was used almost exclusively for sustenance agriculture and camel herding 

(Lackner 1999, 2).  Simply put, there where limited possibilities for survival in the 

region.   

In 1932, western prospectors began to scour the Middle East in search of oil 

reserves.  A notable supply was found in the northeast of Saudi Arabia.  In 1933, King 

Abd al-Aziz ibn Sa’ud reached an agreement with California Standard Oil of California 

(CASOC) to allow for the preliminary oil industry infrastructure to be constructed. The 

infrastructure constructions lead to the migration of American workers to Saudi Arabia.  

CASOC reached an agreement with the king for the sum of ₤30,000.  The Wahhabi 

fundamentalist opposed this agreement from its onset, but abd al-Aziz ibn Sa’ud timed 

the announcement of the agreement perfectly.  He connected it with the commencement 

of a fully Saudi built rail system to aid in the pilgrimage (Malone 1980, 31-3).  The 

discovery of oil did not cause a significant economic upturn in Saudi Arabia until the 

second half of the 1940’s.  It was around that same time that oil prospector E.I. DeGolyer 

discovered just how vast the regions oil reserves were.  He estimated that Saudi Arabia 

could have between 2 billion barrels to as high as 20 billion (Malone 1980, 34-5).   
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In the early to mid 1940’s, CASOC began to take an increasingly prevalent role in 

supporting the Saudi Arabian economy.  They helped develop the Kharj irrigation 

project, spearheaded the distribution of food to the populace in response to a local food 

shortage, and even went as far as to advance the Saudi regime funds to support the 

government33 (Malone 1980, 36-7).  Other American industries began to penetrate the 

market as well like Twitchell, who became associated with the Saudi Arabian American 

Development Company, and Bechtel Brothers McCone International.  By 1948, the Saudi 

Arabian government was spending $500,000 a month on Bechtel Corporation ‘goods and 

services’34 (Malone 1980, 39-40).  All of this underlined an ever developing U.S. and 

Saudi relationship.  Franklin Roosevelt himself made strides to develop the relationship 

with Saudi Arabia through the U.S. Lend-Lease administration that was extended to 

Saudi Arabia with the intent of solidifying and stabilizing the Saudi government and 

thereby guaranteeing the long term procurement of oil resources (Malone 1980, 36-7)  

In discussing Saudi Arabian oil revenues there are essentially two distinguishable 

periods: 1932-1969 and 1970-present.  In the first period, the oil industry of Saudi 

                                                 

33 These fund advancements were in the amounts of $500,000 and $1,000,000 (based upon the 

revised concession agreement of 1939) to support government activities and allow the installment of high 

priced commercial food market in the region.   

34 The Saudi Arabian government and Bechtel Brother McCone International negotiated the 

construction of the following infrastructure items: Jeddah Water supply, Mecca electrification, Riyadh 

electrification, Cement plant, Jeddah Harbor, Irrigation/Water Conservation, Hospitals, and Transportation 

infrastructure.  In total the construction amounted to $57,505,000. 
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Arabia, and to some extent the world, was still in its exploratory phase.  It was unclear 

exactly where the biggest reserves were and how they could be accessed.  The U.S. had 

established a firm position within the Saudi Arabian oil sector by the 1930’s, but all 

revenues, in contrast to what is to follow, where moderate at best.  Also, a notable factor 

was the lower cost and demand of barrels of oil by the world market prior to 1970.   

Starting in the 1970’s, and in full gear by 1973, the Saudi Arabian oil industry had 

emerged out of, what could best be termed, its development stages into one most 

profitable industries in the world.  A product that had initially started to create revenue of 

$50,000 in 1932 had grown to become an industry that could bring in hundreds of billions 

of dollars every year.  And as the world continued to grow both in population size as well 

mechanical dependence the world became increasingly beholden to the commodity of oil.   

The blessing and the curse of oil for Saudi Arabia is the boom and bust proclivity 

that has traditionally come with it.  Saudi Arabia is, unquestionably, a perfect example of 

a state whose development in many spheres has been driven in the modern period by oil 

wealth. Like many other Middle Eastern countries, Saudi Arabia began the 20th century 

with few other tangible industries outside of oil.  The result has been a link between state 

revenue and oil demand/pricing.  As a market product, oil has traditionally been an entity 

that has been subject to booms and crashes, and in some cases experience changes of 

value that can be as large as 30% in a given year.  Any examination regarding the 

development and politics of Saudi Arabia must examine the relationship between oil 

pricing and governmental politics and budgeting.   
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Oil production in Saudi Arabia has remained relatively constant since the 1970’s.  

In 1973, oil production rates were 7.596 million barrels a day (MMBD).  By 1996, that 

number had grown to 10.6 MMBD and in 2005 it peaked at 11.1 MMBD (Cordesman 

2004, 156).  The issue of oil pricing has long been, and will continue to be, directly 

related to world affairs.  As has been historically shown, Saudi Arabia and the OPEC 

nations have had the ability to respond to world affairs, but not without incurring billions 

of dollars of loss first.   

Since 1973, there has been seven notable world occurrences that have caused 

dramatic fluctuations in the costs of oil.  The first of which was the 1973, OPEC lead, oil 

embargo put in place in response to traditionally low prices in oil.  The result was a 

doubling of oil prices per barrel from around $5 to $10 per barrel.  The more important 

point that was derived from this was that for the first time OPEC seized the initiative in 

order to receive, what they perceived as, a better price for their product.  The next notable 

occurrence was during the 1978 Iranian Revolution.  This situation represented the first 

time that a major oil producer underwent such poignant political changes broadly affected 

the industry.  What would follow was a general recognition that oil availability, much 

like its pricing, was volatile and inconsistent.  The Iranian Revolution sparked a two year 

rise in oil prices that peaked at around $35 per barrel.  After nearly seven years of 

massive growth in oil prices and revenues, the first significant oil price downturn 

occurred.  In 1980 the Iran-Iraq war was beginning what would be a long drawn out, and 

bloody affair that had implications across the whole Middle East.  The Iran-Iraq war 

initiated a price drop that would begin subtlety but would continue for six years.  It was 
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also partially driven by 1981 U.S. price decontrol.  This was an event that preceded a 

more significant economic downturn.   By 1985, OPEC decided to regain market share of 

oil and by the end of the year had been able to stop the oil pricing free fall.  When it was 

all said and done oil prices had dropped from their peak of $35 per barrel to around $12 

per barrel.   When the Iran-Iraq war finally ended in 1988 prices began to recover, but 

would never regain its 1980 high point.  Other notable occurrences were the temporary 

upturn following the initiation of the 1991 Gulf War.  That incident was followed up by 

the 1998 overproduction oil crash.  By the end of the 1990’s oil prices sat just above their 

1975 rates (Cordesman 2003, 372).   

There has been a direct relationship between oil prices and gross economic 

revenue in the Saudi State.  Overlaying actual oil revenues with external political factors 

will demonstrate this relationship.  In 1973, Saudi Arabia made approximately $30 billion 

in revenue.  By 1980, that number had ballooned to amount greater than $320 billion.  

When conflicts in the Middle East conflicts began, the trade numbers dropped to around 

$90 billion.  They hit a low point for the 80’s at around $50 billion in 1988.  Oil revenue 

reached a recovery point of $120 billion in 1991 during the first Gulf War and 

subsequently declined to around $80 billion during the 1998 oil price crash (Cordesman 

2003, 394).  Since the founding of Saudi state in 1932 and subsequent discovery of oil 

during that same period, oil has represented the largest source of Saudi income.  One of 

Saudi Arabia’s greatest political challenges has been its constant need to adjust its 

economic policies and budgets and to react to a revenue stream that has demonstrated a 

twenty-five year range of $30-320 billion.   
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The most important international relationship that the Saudi’s have fostered has 

been with the United States.  Since the inception of the Kingdom of the Saudi Arabia, the 

U.S. has been an integral trade partner with Saudi Arabia.  By the 1970’s, the Saudi and 

American trade partnership had developed into one of the United States’ prominent 

relationships.  The U.S. was importing oil in bulk from Saudi Arabia and, in return, the 

Saudi’s purchased heavily from the U.S. transportation and machine industry (see table 1 

for a twenty year breakdown of trade).  Some of the imports included passenger motor 

vehicles, aircraft, pumps, and furniture.  At certain phases in the relationship, Saudi 

Arabia was importing from the U.S. at greater margins than U.S. was importing from 

Saudi Arabia.  By the 1970’s, Japan emerged as another major Saudi trade partner.  By 

1979, Japan had eclipsed the U.S. as the prime importer of Saudi petroleum products35.  

Also, in 1979, oil exporting to America alone had become a $38 billion dollar a year 

industry for Saudi Arabia.  During the same period of time, Saudi Arabia was importing 

an estimated $20 billion a year, with the U.S. as the primary partner and with Japan in the 

secondary position (Market Profiles for the Near East and North Africa 1980, 15).36  

Trade has traditionally represented the cornerstone of the Saudi-U.S. relationship.  High 

trade quantity has traditionally been a distinct marker for “developed” economic systems.  

                                                 

35 99% of all Saudi Arabian exports were oil in 1979.  The largest markets in 1979 were Japan 

18.4%, U.S. 15.1%, Italy 7.3%, and the Netherlands at 4.5%.   

36 Imports – 1979 estimates by nation – U.S. 19.3%, Japan 15.1%, and West Germany 9.6%.  The 

primary items of import were building materials, construction equipment, house hold furnishings and 

appliances, industrial machinery, air-craft and avionics, foodstuffs, and transportation equipment.   
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One perennial marker of economic development worldwide is high international trade 

levels, and from the late 1970’s Saudi trade has had comparable trade margins with some 

of the most developed countries in the world. 

An examination of the bulk trade numbers between the United States and Saudi 

Arabia demonstrates the financial importance of the trade relationship for Saudi Arabia, 

and stands as a reiteration of the impact of world affairs on oil revenue.  The U.S. has 

traditionally been a constant marker of foreign attitudes as they relate to the proclivity to 

purchase oil.  What is also evident over a twenty year span is the fluidity of the Saudi and 

U.S. relationship as it has traditionally been in a constant state of flux.   (see table 6) 

Table 6 – U.S. and Saudi Arabian Trade: 1975-199537 

 U.S. Imports U.S. Exports Total Trade 
U.S. Trade 

Partner Rank 

1975 2,732 1,502 4,234 n/a* 

1976 5,232 2,774 8,006 n/a* 

1977 6,448 3,575 10,023 n/a* 

1978 5,310 4,370 9,680 n/a* 

1979 8,067 4,875 12,942 n/a* 

1980 12,508 5,769 18,277 6 

1981 14,391 7,327 21,718 5 

1982 7,443 9,026 16,469 6 

                                                 

37 This table is created from three U.S. Foreign Trade Highlights produced by the U.S. 

Department of Commerce: International Trade Administration, including the year 1988, 1992, and 1995.  

As well as the United States Foreign Trade Annual 1975-1981 which is created by International Marketing 

Information Series: Overseas Business Report. 
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 U.S. Imports U.S. Exports Total Trade 
U.S. Trade 

Partner Rank 

1983 3,627 7,903 11,530 9 

1984 3,741 5,564 9,305 14 

1985 1,907 4,474 6,381 18 

1986 3,612 3,449 7,061 19 

1987 4,433 3,373 7,806 18 

1988 5,594 3,799 9,393 18 

1989 7,157 3,574 10,731 17 

1990 10,021 4,049 14,070 15 

1991 10,900 6,557 17,457 13 

1992 10,371 7,167 17,538 14 

1993 7,708 6,661 14,369 16 

1994 7,688 6,013 13,701 18 

1995 8,237 6,155 14,392 18 

*Figures are in Millions of Dollars 
**The United States Foreign Trade Annual 1975-1981 did not provide overall trade rankings. 

One of the cornerstones of Saudi Arabian economics and budgetary practices, 

starting in the 1970’s, has been its philosophy of foreign direct iInvestment (FDI).   Many 

scholars have criticized the practice because it has, in their minds, inhibited the domestic 

development of other industries within Saudi Arabia.  However, a more broad 

examination of this practice reveals that it has been pragmatic and effective in dealing 

with oil price downturns as well as the maintenance of diplomatic relationships with 

major world powers.    

The Saudi government, as well as the elite upper class, began to progressively 

increase their direct investment in U.S. since the 1970’s (see table 2 Saudi Arabian Direct 
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Investment in the United States).  In general, foreign direct investment has represented a 

common practice for capital growth for Saudi investors with the U.S. as the primary 

investment locale, but Dubai and the other regional emirates have also attracted 

substantial attention as well (Luciani 2005, 163 & 181).  By 2004, these numbers had 

dramatically expanded, it was estimated that Saudi citizens possessed $600 billion in 

foreign holdings with the possibility of that number beings as high as $1 trillion (Malik 

2005, 90).   

Table 7 - Saudi Arabian Direct Investment in the United States38 

Year Number of Investments Total Value 

1974 1 9.4 

1975 1 10.0 

1976 4 24.6 

1977 0 NA 

1978 10 130.3* 

1979 15 71.8* 

1980 20 47.6 (a) 

1981 8 4.9 (b) 

1982 14 44.5 (c) 

1983 6 470.8 (d) 

1985 7 366.3* 

1986 6 204.7* 

1987 10 90* 

                                                 

38 This table is created from Foreign Direct Investment Transaction published by the U.S. 

Department of Commerce: International Trade Administration.  See References. 
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Year Number of Investments Total Value 

1988 5 1,305.1 (e) 

1991 2 1.1* 

1992 2 128.9 

1993 7 887.7* 

1994 3 76 

Total Value Figures are listed in Millions of Dollars 

* - unreported values on some investments 
(a) – only 8 of 20 investments reported a financial value 
(b) – only 3 of 8 investments reported a financial value 
(c) – only 5 of 14 investments reported a financial value 
(d) – one investment accounted for 461.0 million (National Commercial Bank).  It 
represented the eighteenth largest transaction in the U.S. between 1974-1983. 
(e) – one investment accounted for 1,292 million (Star Enterprise). 
 

Saudi revenues from oil have proven to be subject to world events outside the 

Saudi sphere of influence.  The result has been expansive variances in yearly revenue.  

This point is easily discernible from even the most basic examinations of Saudi Arabian 

trade.  In response to oil valuation changes, Saudi Arabia has invested large sums of 

money in foreign industries.  From an economic standpoint these investments have been 

made to stabilize revenue, diversify risk, and create enduring markets for Saudi products.  

We will proceed by discussing how the same social and cultural norms that drove 

early and Medieval Islamic society continue to permeate the social and political 

landscape of modern Saudi Arabia.  The points of emphasis, like the previous chapter, 

will be on the issues of domination by the strong, the importance of lineage, the 

implementation of ijma, and the emphasis on social welfare.  Throughout, an ever 

building argument will be made that while most Saudi Arabian political literature may 
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attempt to construct an image of state on the verge of social and political change, a more 

veritable truth is beginning to settle in within the community.  This truth is that the Sa’ud 

family and authoritarianism are not going anywhere anytime soon.   

The idea of domination by the strong was introduced in the previous section and 

numerous examples were presented showing its implementation within early nomadic 

tribalism as well as in the early and medieval periods of Islamic history.  This cultural 

norm continues to infuse itself into not only the thought process of decision makers but 

also into the greater society that not only acquiesces to it, but embraces it.  The Western 

political mindset must be put aside in order to understand not only concepts like 

domination of the strong in a twentieth and twenty-first century context, but a vast 

majority of all norms within the Middle East, North Africa, and states descending from a 

strong nomadic tribal tradition.   

The construction of the state of Saudi Arabia has continually come from conquest.  

This is evident through each of the three attempts in constructing a modern state.  It first 

occurred with the leadership of Muhammad ibn Sa’ud (d. 1765), his son ‘Abd al-Aziz (d. 

1803), and accompanied by the veritable Muhammad ibn abd al-Wahab (d. 1792).  These 

men steered a conquest process that started in 1740 and by the time the process ended it 

encompassed nearly the whole of what would become modern Saudi Arabia.  Their 

conquests were enabled by a combination of military strength and religious inspiration.  

This combination proved to be highly effective. 

The second modern kingdom of Saudi Arabia came about through a similar 

method as the first.  This movement was led by Turki bin Abdullah (d. 1834) a blood 
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decedent of Mohammed ibn Sa’ud and ‘Abd al-Aziz.  Turki, almost literally, replicated 

the same conquest model that his predecessors had used.  He started with Nejd region, 

then he progressed to the central Arabian tribes, and ended in the Hijaz region with 

Mecca and Jeddah.  By 1838 Turki’s kingdom had been retaken by Egyptians and a 

puppet government installed.  Both the first and second modern kingdoms of Saudi 

Arabia were built on the back of conquest.   

The leaders of the third kingdom of Saudi Arabia followed the same philosophy 

of state formation that their predecessors had used.  ‘Abd al-Aziz ibn Sa’ud (d. 1953) 

conquered the territory that is now Saudi Arabia.  Unlike his predecessors he was able to 

finish the state formation process along with being able lay a foundation for state that has 

thus far endured eighty years.  Why ‘Abd al-Aziz al-Saud’s kingdom was able to endure 

when previous incarnations failed is not immediately clear.  It is likely due to a 

combination of factors.  The first of which would be the collapse of the Ottoman empire 

in the wake of World War I.  Also notable, ‘Abd al-Aziz ibn Sa’ud placed a greater 

emphasis on reasserting Wahabi principles which contrasted with the second kingdom.  

Lastly and arguably most important, ‘Abd al-Aziz ibn Sa’ud is considered by many 

historians to be the most charismatic leader of any of the potential Saudi state formers.  

Michael Hudson once went as far as the call ‘Abd al-Aziz ibn Sa’ud the “Arabian 

Charlemagne” due to his combination of his size, physical appearance, and political 

charisma (Hudson 1977).  Regardless, ‘Abd al-Aziz ibn Sa’ud was able finish a process 

that none of his ancestors had been able to and through comparable means.   
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With little question, there has been a consistent method in the means of state 

formation in Saudi Arabia.  Putting aside early and medieval Islamic history, t recent 

attempts at state formation by leaders within Saudi Arabia have centered around a single 

methodology: rule and domination by the strong.  Attempts at the creation of a Saudi 

state started in the eighteenth century and continued into the twentieth century.  At no 

point did the leaders of these endeavors change their methodology.  By nearly all 

accounts, the populaces these leaders controled were accepting of this conquest method.  

While it has become distasteful for leadership to emerge from violence in Saudi Arabia it 

is and has been the status quo. 

As we progress from state creation towards the issue of political control, we see 

the insertion of the same principle of domination by the strong in a different sphere.  The 

social and governmental structure of Saudi Arabia is set up under the same auspice.  Any 

examination of the Saudi state reveals a political system dominated by a single family 

and its allies.  By most accounts Saudi Arabian society is stratified into four circles.  The 

inner most circle made up of the Sa’ud Royal family and the Skaykh tribe (descendants 

of Muhammad ibn al-Wahab).  The second circle is composed of the remaining 

prominent tribes and most powerful and influential businessmen of the state.  The third 

circle contains small business owners with limited ties to individuals in the inner circle.  

The fourth and final circle is composed of all of the remaining individuals specifically 

those with little financial power and no significant ties to the inner circle (Fandy 1999).  

This all culminates in the creation of a structure where the strong dominate 
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Historically, the region of what is now Saudi Arabia has been controlled by the 

corpus of people who possessed the highest level of military might.  The size, skill, and 

devotion of any military force has been a paramount factor in controlling the area.  As the 

oil era has been ushered in, the importance of military might has dissipated to a 

secondary role behind financial wealth and the corresponding power that it provides.  As 

will be demonstrated in later parts of this section, the Saudi state uses its power as a 

method of providing for and protecting its people in a strikingly similar method to 

historical nomadism.  On a level Saudi Arabia has changed with the times as the edifices 

of power have changed.  But, on a grander level, the principles that have defined nomadic 

tribal culture have remained consistent. 

The essence of tribal nomadic culture is that the strong survive and thrive whilr 

the weak are relegated to a secondary position.  The history of modern Saudi Arabia is 

written in the same context.  The tribes that are the strongest dominate, and in 

contemporary Saudi Arabia they control and drive politics and perception.  Other tribes 

and in some cases families are brought in as necessary to retain control and legitimacy 

and commonly ties are cemented through marriage.  How the state of Saudi Arabia works 

is similar to the early Islamic dynasties of the Umayyad and Abbasid; and even beyond 

that, within structure of power there are ties to pre-Islamic nomadic culture.  The twenty-

first century disparity in society mirrors patterns of imbalances within tribal power 

throughout history. 

The next tribal custom we will examine in modern Saudi Arabia is lineage.  Like 

nearly all of the tribal customs we will discuss, this precept is tightly intertwined with 
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domination by the strong.  A key part in the maintenance of any power structure, be it 

tribal, historical Islamic, or Modern Saudi Arabian has been the installation of family 

members into the most important positions.  The intent of this practice has been the 

acquisition of loyalty and, via proxy, the perpetuation of common interest.  All discussion 

of power within this context reverts to the issue of lineage and its importance in 

maintaining power and deriving prestige.   

Mamoun Fandy presents an original and interesting critique of Saudi Arabian 

social structure and the importance of lineage in his work Saudi Arabia and the Politics 

of Dissent.  Fandy believes that there are two undeniable ties within the social structure of 

Saudi Arabia: qabila (tribe) and a’iliya (familialism and closeness in both spatial and 

social relations respectively).  Qabila and a’iliya are systems at the very heart of Saudi 

Arabia, and in Fandy’s interpretation, they are the most important mechanisms in 

understanding the social classes as well as political economy of the state.  Familial and 

tribal ties, meaning lineage prestige, dictate the order of politics, wealth, and above all 

power.  Being a member of the most important families, such as the Sa’ud, steers the 

course of an individual’s life and creates inherent alliances.  Fandy also reiterates the 

notion posed in the last section, that in Saudi Arabian culture “the reputation of a family 

is something beyond monetary value.”  He further argues to the same point in his work 

that “Islam has historically been second to a’iliya” (Fandy 1999, 25).39  His general 

position, while less developed, is a parallel one to what is being argued in this study. 

                                                 

39Fandy presents one of the few original discussions of Saudi Arabian Politics.  He personal 

heritage as an Arab has clearly steered his belief system in a refreshing and insightful direction.  The 
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The government of Saudi Arabia is dominated by members of the Sa’ud family.  

Of the twenty-four appointed ministry positions four come from the Sa’ud family.  More 

important than the number in this case are the positions, that they hold: Sultan bin 

Abdulaziz al-Saud is the Minister of Defense and Aviation,  Saud al-Faisal bin Abdulaziz 

al-Saud is the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Meteeb bin Abdulaziz al-Saud is the Minister 

of Housing and Public Works, and lastly Nayef bin Abdulaziz al-Saud is the Minister of 

the Interior.  Also notable from the inner political and social structure are two Ministers 

from the famous Shaikh family: Shaikh Saleh bin Abdulaziz al-Ashaikh the Minister of 

Islamic Affairs, Endowments, Call, and Guidance along with Abduallah bin Muhammad 

bin Ibrahim al-Ashaikh the Minister of Justice.  These six listed ministers do not include 

Second Deputy Prime Minister Sultan bin Abdulaziz al-Saud, First Deputy Prime 

Minister Abdullah bin Abdulaziz al-Saud, Prime Minister Fahd bin Abdualaziz al-Saud, 

and above all King Fahid bin Abdulaziz al-Saud40 (Cordesman 2003).  All in all the 

Sauds and their historic allies, the Shaikh family, permeate the political structure of Saudi 

Arabia.   

Most scholars have looked at the abundance of the Sauds and their allies in the 

political hierarchy as an indicator of the nepotistic nature of the Saudi political structure.  

                                                                                                                                                 

information regarding the importance of Familialism and tribal ties can be found on pages 21-25.  Overall 

his introduction and first chapter present  a strong and well argued discussion of basic Saudi Arabian 

concepts.   

40 Anthony Cordesman provides a chart breaking down each of the ministers in the Saudi Arabian 

political system and the individuals that hold those positions, see page 144-145. 
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While on one level this is undeniable, on another level it superimposes a political value 

system from the west onto a state and region that does not possess the same value.  In the 

case of Saudi Arabia, nepotism is simply political pragmatism, and has been since the 

foundation of Islam in the seventh century.  While the nomadic concept of perpetual war 

has on some level dissipated, the domestic and international environment continues to 

require allegiance and shows of strength in order to maintain the status quo.  This 

nepotistic system is found acceptable to masses because it is a long standing political 

method that has existed and thrived for well over a millennia.   

In terms of political succession, the kingship is not passed simply from father to 

eldest son. The process is more complicated and subject to review and input by important 

members of the royal family.  The successor to the king is the crown prince.  However, 

the position of crown prince is an appointed position within the political system.  There 

exists only one rule in the selection of the crown prince, he must be a direct descendent of 

the king.  Traditionally, they have been the sons of the king, but based upon most 

scholars’ interpretations of the law, the scope of eligible candidates is far more broad and 

inclusive than just sons of the king.   The process for the selection of a crown prince 

occurs through a meeting of the most important royal family members, including the 

current king.  They choose the individual that they feel is best suited to lead the family, 

tribe, and state41 (Fandy 1999).  This process of deciding leadership is accomplished 

through the consensus building process (ijma), a direct connection with nomadic 

                                                 

41 Mamoun Fandy provides one of the few detailed discussions of the royal succession process 

within the state of Saudi Arabia see pages 32-33..   
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tribalism.  It is also tied in with the nomadic practice of choosing leadership from 

amongst the strongest and most respected individuals from within the family or tribe. 

The previous paragraph takes us right into our discussion of the importance of 

ijma in the Saudi Arabian political decision making process.  The first notion that must be 

dispensed with in understanding the Saudi political environment is the belief that the 

Saudi King is an absolute monarch.  Many have presented the position that the monarch 

of Saudi Arabia possess the potential for absolute power.  However, no King of Saudi 

Arabia has ever manifested absolute power.  Regardless of what most outsiders think, the 

state of Saudi Arabia has traditionally relied on ijma in its decision making process.  Ijma 

creates legitimization for any decision within the royal family and amongst the broader 

populace.  It also allows for support from the religious structure and correspondingly the 

Sheikh family.  A monarch who decides to break with tradition in a highly traditional 

state isn’t recognizing the conundrum that he is putting his regime in.   

What has thus far been referred to as ijma, or the decision making process within 

Saudi Arabia and many Islamic states, has evolved into a two piece process.  The first 

part is known as shura (consultation).  Shura entails that the decision makers consult 

experts and intellectuals regarding the matters that are to be decided.  The intent is that 

the decision makers make an informed decision, in contrast to choosing a side based 

simply upon their pre conceived notions on a given subject.  The second part of decision 

making is the ijma process itself.  This is where the individuals of power come together 
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to discuss and build consensus regarding a given matter42 (Looney 1982).  There is no 

specific time frame in which a given decision must be made, which maybe a frustrating 

caveat to many outside observers of Saudi politics.  In some cases, the process of 

building consensus has taken years.  Some have viewed this as a fault of the Saudi 

political system.  Others, like Nawaf Obaid, have viewed the Saudi process as “cautious,” 

and in this contention it is a process that has served Saudi Arabia well.  The decision 

makers within the state have not made any hasty decisions and have given the decisions 

they have made sufficient time to develop43 (Obaid 2000).  There are parallels between 

the Saudi Arabian consensus process and that of a democratic legislature.  Both bodies 

enact legislation and political actions that are supported by the majority.  Also, both types 

of bodies are sensitive to the will of the populace.  The major difference between the two 

is that a democratic legislature is truly subject to the will of the populace through 

election, while its Saudi counterpart is not.  This is one of the primary reasons that states 

such as Saudi Arabia have low democracy scores.   

Anthony Cordesman has constructed one of the better commentaries regarding the 

Saudi implementation of ijma.  Cordesman contends that in practice the power of the 

King is both limited and consensual.  He further draws a line of contrast between 

                                                 

42 Robert Looney is one of the first Saudi Arabian scholars who actually discusses the Saudi 

Arabian decision making process.  Prior literature had almost entirely been convinced of the absolute 

authoritarian nature of Saudi Arabian Politics.  See page 20.   

43 Obaid, in his introduction to his work, provides one of the first commentaries that has a positive 

view of the Saudi Arabian decision making process.  See page xi. 
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consensus and authoritarianism and maintains that they are not the same.  The king’s 

power is limited by other power centers: religion, the Royal Family, and perhaps above 

all custom.  From that, he believes that the Saudi process is pragmatic rather than 

ideological.  In essence, he is discounting the belief that the Saudi political system is 

what it is because of Islam.  He also adds that the “Saudi government has considerably 

more popular ‘legitimacy’ than many outside critics seem to realize”44 (Cordesman 

2003).  The image of the Saudi political process that Cordesman constructs is that of a 

system that has representative elements without being democratic. This is a gray area in 

the political valuation system. 

As we discuss consultation as a piece of the decision making process we discover 

a political element that has existed as long as the Saudi state has.  The Majlis al-Shura 

(Council of Advice) was established in 1927 by King ‘Abd al-Aziz al-Saud.  This modern 

incarnation of a shura council was created because, even in 1927, the King recognized 

the necessity of maintaining traditional political structures and in the process to have the 

support of the Royal family, the ulama, and tribal leaders.  In time, this would progress to 

include the technocrats and businessmen.  Those bodies represented the traditional power 

centers of Islam and held the keys to any form of political legitimacy (Cordesman 2003).  

In practice, the Majlis al-Shura has no true legislative power.  What it does currently 

possess is the power to question cabinet members, along with the ability to study 

decisions, and the influence to send recommendations to the king.  Mamoun Fandy has 

                                                 

44 Cordesman’s opinions regarding consensus are perhaps the most refined of any scholar of Saudi 

Arabia.  See page 132. 
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argued that if a true parliament were to emerge, it would probably evolve out of the 

Majlis al-Shura (Fandy 1999).  The Majlis al-Shura has and continues to be an important 

piece of the ijma process. 

The final tribal element that we will examine in the modern state of Saudi Arabia 

is the customary practice of what has been termed ‘social welfare.’  There are numerous 

elements within Saudi Arabia that are connected with an expansive welfare of society.  

These elements include pensions, disability funds, maternity income, personal and small 

business loans, agricultural development funds, as well as industrial development funds.  

In addressing social welfare, Saudi Arabia has predominantly leaned on its strongest 

asset, oil income, to support its endeavors.  From its excess of wealth, Saudi Arabia has 

constructed a vast structure of support and development funds to raise the quality of life 

for all of its citizens. 

On some level, what we are about to discuss seems to have very few 

commonalities with the tribal nomadic practice of social welfare.  How are we to 

compare how a small tribe supports its members in contrast to how a state constructs and 

finances social and economic programs?  Seemingly, these are disparate and unrelated 

entities with little if any interaction.  The common nature of intent between the two 

structures and how its practices are dissimilar to both other state practices and the 

expectations and understandings of outside observers is important.  The ladder of those 

two items appears unusual, but in this case difference can be ascertained in contrast to 

western expectation.  The underlying element that must be understood in exploring the 
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modern Saudi Arabian social welfare system is the intent and implication of their 

programs, which is different than most social welfare systems in the world. 

One of the staples of Saudi Arabian society in the late twentieth and early twenty-

first century has been the emphasis placed on broad ranging pension and support 

programs for its citizens.  As Saudi Arabian income from oil exports began to achieve 

record levels in the 1970’s, vast sums of wealth were allocated towards social welfare 

projects.  Saudi Arabia started by constructing a stipendiary pension program for the old, 

disabled, orphans, and single women without means of support.   There are many 

parallels with American financial institutions including social security and welfare.  

However, one major difference in the Saudi Arabian system is that there is no 

dependence on individuals paying taxes to support the program.  In 1980, there was an 

estimated 723,000 people receiving pensions and another 123,000 receiving temporary 

disabled relief assistance.  The population of Saudi Arabia in 1980 was roughly 

9,372,000, thus 723,000 represents 7.7% of the Saudi Arabian population, and the 

123,000 was 1.3% percent45 (Islami 1984).   

Another facet of social welfare at the individual level is the state sanctioned rules 

for female maternity leave.  By law, all women are granted, at the minimum, ten weeks of 

maternity leave.  Four weeks before the birth of a child and six weeks after the child is 

born.  Throughout the ten week period, the employer is required to pay the mother half 

salary during her leave.  The laws further protect them against any form of dismissals.  

                                                 

45 Islami dedicates several pages of his work to the examination of the social welfare programs in 

Saudi Arabia in the 1970’s and 1980’s, see pages 66-67. 
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When the mother returns to work, she is granted extra breaks and all of her medical 

exams before and after the birth of the child are covered by the employer46 (Business 

Laws of Saudi Arabia 1977).   

As we begin to look at these Saudi support systems, we must also begin to 

ascertain their intent.  On a level, they compare favorably to similar American practices.  

What contrasts between the two is the intent of the programs.  A majority of American 

social welfare programs came about during the Great American Depression as a means to 

stimulate the economy.  Before the 1920’s, there were very few American institutions 

that were constructed for the aid and support of the needy populaces of society.  In 

essence, social welfare in the United States came about as a means to stimulate the 

economy.  As we look at Saudi Arabia, their social welfare programs emerged during the 

state’s economic apex and arguably at a point where Saudi power and legitimacy were at 

a high point.  So why then enact expensive social welfare programs?  The most 

reasonable answer was that it was the enactment of traditional tribal norms.  It was not 

intended to aid the economy, and in contrast to what most scholars would seem to argue, 

it was not necessary to legitimize the government.  Rather, it was a continuation of a 

process that was previousl prevalent in Saudi Arabia. 

Social welfare in the nomadic sense has always been an entity to provide for the 

betterment of the populace through the improvement of the common good.  Simply 

helping the down trodden is only the most basic level of social welfare, and commonly 

                                                 

46Laws regarding female maternity leave found in the Business Laws of Saudi Arabia text 9-46 & 

9-47. 
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the only one that is explored because few nomadic tribes had the capabilities to help their 

members in anything more expansive.  As the state of Saudi Arabia began to accumulate 

masses of excess wealth in the 1970’s and 1980’s, they constructed what has been termed 

by outside observers as a banking system.  The term bank is somewhat problematic 

because the twentieth-first century conception of a bank is that of an entity which is profit 

orientated.  On a basic level, it accepts deposits under auspice of paying interest to the 

depositors.  They will then turn around and lend that money to other individuals and 

charge a higher interest rate to those receiving the loans, in the end creating wealth for 

the banking institution.  Saudi Arabian banks are entities void of interest on either end of 

the formula.  They accept deposits but provide no interest, while making loans and 

charging no interest47 (Business Laws of Saudi Arabia 1977).  What is created are two 

dissimilar manifestations.  Once again, the main point of differentiation is the intent of 

the structures.  Western banks predominantly exist to create profit for their owners and 

stockholders, while Saudi Arabian banks exist as structures to streamline economic 

transactions and stimulate development and prosperity. 

The Saudi Arabian banking system is an expansive lending organization that has 

been tasked with making numerous types of loans.  At a basic level the banking system 

provides personal loans to individuals for a spattering of purposes.  The Saudi Credit 

                                                 

47In 1977 an English translation of the Business Laws of Saudi Arabia were published.  Included 

in its pages are the most basic economic legal structures of the state.  The common trends throughout the 

work is the protection of women, children, and workers along with providing for the development of a 

commercial, industrial, and agricultural sectors throughout the state.   
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Bank has provided interest free loans to individuals with limited incomes for marriage, 

home improvement, and the construction of workshops.  At the intermediate level, the 

Saudi Credit Bank has also been tasked with developing a real estate infrastructure within 

the state.  By 1984, there were an estimated 150,000 interest free loans made for the 

construction of owner occupied houses within Saudi Arabia (Islami 1984).   

At the broadest levels, Saudi Arabia has dedicated large sums of money, once 

again interest free, to individuals for the construction of an agricultural sector, as well as 

for loans for both new and existing industrial enterprises.  One of the state’s primary 

goals during the 1970’s and 1980’s was the development of a thriving agricultural sector.  

An estimated 40,000 interest free loans were provided by the state to aid in this goal.48  

Agricultural growth was further supplemented by Saudi Arabian incentives.  The 

government was willing to pay 50% of the cost for fertilizer and animal feed along with 

giving 5 free tons of potato seed.   In terms of machinery, the Saudi government was 

willing to pay 30% of the cost of poultry and dairy equipment, along with 50% of the cost 

of engines and pumps (Islami 1984, pg. 67-9).  In the 20th century, food supply in 

contrast to demand has been a continual problem that has permeated the Middle East.  

Demand for food in the region has grown at a steady rate of 4-5% per year, and as each 

year passes the deficit between production and need continues to expand.  Egypt and 

Morocco were in the 1980’s two of the worst off countries with a food deficit ration of 

20% and 17% respectively.  Identifying a single problem is pointless.  The issues range 

                                                 

48 Islami looks at the Saudi incentive and social welfare programs on pg. 67-69 of his work.  
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from rural exodus to inhospitable terrain (Richards and Waterbury 1990, 17).  The end 

result is the same a food production to consumption deficit.   

It is during the 1980’s that Saudi Arabia had become endowed with substantial 

monetary wealth.  One of the first national issues highlighted on its agenda was 

agriculture.  The project, if implemented correctly, would benefit society on two levels.  

The central concern of any nomadic group, was providing food self-sufficiency to the 

populace, and in the process erasing the peoples’ and the state’s need to import the bulk 

of its food products.  The second social benefit of this project was the mass creation of 

jobs.  The creation of an agricultural industry in Saudi Arabia created thousands of jobs 

within the state.  At a first glimpse, the Saudi Arabian agricultural development project 

appears to be financially motivated.  However, a closer examination shows it to be 

socially motivated.   This element of intent once again is central in understanding the 

Saudi state. 

In the 1970’s, in the aftermath of the 1973 oil boom, Saudi Arabia placed an 

increased emphasis ans on attaining some measure of food self-sufficiency along with 

developing a significant export industry.  At that time. it was estimated that Saudi Arabia 

had a surface area of 2,260,000 km² and of that area less than 1% had been cultivated for 

agriculture.  According to estimates 80%, of the land was capable of, at a minimum, basic 

agriculture development (McLachlan 1980, 83-4).  An examination of Saudi Arabia in 

the 1970’s revealed a state that had numerous constraints in achieving any level of 

agricultural production.  The land did not possess mature soils for growth, water supplies 

were limited at best, and the labor force was neither trained nor equipped for any such 
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task.  In 1975, 1.4 billion riyals were budgeted for agricultural expenditures.  Four short 

years later in 1979, that number had grown to 8.25 billion riyals. This nearly six fold 

increase was seen as necessary to overcome the obstacles to this program (Looney 1982, 

142).  The increased budget manifested itself through a combination of incentive plans 

and subsidy packages by which the government distributed free farmland and provided 

interest free loans to eligible farmers and corporations (Wilson and Graham 1900, 222).  

Scholar Robert Looney stated that by the eighties “the kingdom…is capable of 

accelerating sufficiently enough to bring about a virtual agricultural revolution within a 

generation” (Looney 1982, 82).  His prediction in that circumstance would prove to be 

nearly prophetic. 

Within fifteen years, the results of these projects were evident to even the most 

casual of observers.  The previously mentioned “agricultural revolution” was a sharp and 

dramatic increase in the amount of cultivated land.  In 1975, 150,000 hectares were under 

cultivation, but by 1988 that number had catapulted up to 3,000,000 hectares (Wilson and 

Graham, 1990, 223).  In wheat, production experienced an even more impressive rise 

during that same window of time.  In 1978, Saudi Arabia produced a combined 3,297 

tons of wheat.  By 1991 that number had grown to 3,900,000 tons (Wilson and Graham 

1990, 222) and peaked in 1993 at 5,300,000 tons (Cordesman 2005, 303).  Barley 

production also showed similar signs of exponential growth.  In 1985, production was at 

3,000 tons and by 1992 production bounced up to 500,000 tons (Wilson and Graham 

1990, 225).  This all culminated with Saudi Arabia becoming the only country in the 

Middle East that experienced a continually increasing rate of agricultural growth between 
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1965 and 1985.  In the fifteen year span starting in 1965 and ending in 1980, Saudi 

Arabia attained an annual agricultural growth rate average of 4.1%.  In the five following 

years, between 1980-1985, that average growth rate increased to 8.0% (Richards and 

Waterbury  1990, 140).  Imports in agriculture grew from 147.6 million in 1968 to nearly 

1,285 million by 1977 (McLachlan 1980, 83-4).  All other Middle Eastern nations 

experience a notable decline in agricultural production during the same windows of time.  

There is little question that Saudi economic policies played a key role in the development 

of its agricultural program.  However, as the cost began to become clearer a reassessment 

of the situation became a necessity.  

In the mid-nineties, Saudi agricultural had achieved its goal of self-sufficiency.  It 

had even progressed to the point that agriculture made up thirty percent of all Saudi non-

oil exports (Wilson and Graham 1990, 225).  The situation, however, was more 

complicated.  Expansive wheat production levels had come at a high cost.  Thus, it is 

during this period that the Saudi Arabian government began to cut back on the state’s 

agricultural production.  By 1996, they had reduced wheat production to 1.2 million tons.  

It appears that they had accepted that the cost of self-sufficiency in regards to agriculture 

was just too high.  The bare minimum level the government had set for it was 1.8 million 

tons.  In 1998, even more agricultural subsidy packages where cut from the government 

budget.  The cuts coincided with the 1998 worldwide oil price crash.  Ironically, 

throughout the near two decade agricultural development plan, Saudi dependence on food 

imports had increased in every year.  Part of this can be accounted for by just simple 
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population growth.  It is also believed to be impacted by the growth in the populace’s 

desire for a more diversified diet (Cordesman 2005, 304). 

By 2008, several large farms better equipped for longer term growth and 

sustainability had come into existence across Saudi Arabia.  One such example is the 

Arab Supply & Trading Corp (ASTRA Group) in Tabuk.  The farm was constructed in 

1979 just prior to the introduction of the third development plan.  It was initially a 25 

hectare farm.  In the near thirty years since, it has expanded to 3,200 hectares and 

distributes its products to Jeddah (Mecca & Medina), Khamis, Riyadh, and Dammam.   

The farm produces fruit from 850,000 fruit trees, 35 different kinds of vegetables, 18 

million cut flowers per year, ornamental plants, honey, livestock, dairy products 

including milk and cheese, poultry, quail, and also forage and feed products. (ASTRA 

Farms 2008, 1-15).  

An examination of the WTO documents reveal that in the late 2000’s agricultural 

exporting had become a significant revenue producer in Saudi Arabia.  In 2006 and 2007, 

Saudi Arabia was exporting agricultural products to Jordan at an estimated sum of $156 

million, Qatar at $149 million, Bahrain at $119 million, Yemen at $101 million, and 

Sudan at $75 million.  All such transactions were completed tariff rates at or lower than 

0.5%.  In the case of Jordan, Sudan, and Bahrain no tariffs were incurred.  These export 

numbers make Saudi Arabia the third largest Middle Eastern and WTO member in terms 

of agricultural exports, lagging only behind the traditionally strong agricultural producers 

of Egypt and Turkey respectively (World Trade Organization and International Trade 

Center 2009, 143).   These estimates demonstrate a balancing of agricultural production 
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costs as well as the emergence of agriculture as a significant export in Saudi Arabia, 

standing in stark contrast to previous decades.    

In terms of corporate and industrial development, Saudi Arabia has footed 

massive expense to expand its oil industry.  While the intent of their programs are on a 

level self-serving, they are also pragmatic as they employ a great many Saudi’s, provide 

invaluable education and experience for its citizens, and above all continue to flow 

wealth into the state.  In the aftermath of the early 1970’s oil boom in Saudi Arabia, the 

government identified the need to diversify their economic capabilities.  This 

diversification spanned several different industries.  Paramount to this segment will be an 

examination of what is either termed Resource Based Industries (RBI) or Downstream 

Petrochemical Industrialization.  While these terms are not fully interchangeable they 

both end at the same result, an industry that takes existing product and uses its derivatives 

to create a more valuable product or more products.  The Heckscher-Ohlin theory of 

international trade explains this practice very succinctly.  Overall costs tend to be lowest 

with the production of commodities that use the largest amount of the cheapest factor in 

the economy, which in the case of Saudi Arabia is crude oil (Looney 1982, 179).  The 

five year development plan from 1975-1980 saw a sharp increase in proposed public 

development expenditures based upon the massive profits from the preceding oil boom.  

The total number was estimated to be approximately $142 billion.  Allocations were 

made to multiple programs including agriculture, infrastructure, and hydrocarbon based 

industries (or Resource Based Industries).   Fifteen billion dollars of the budget was 

reserved for the development of downstream industrialization.  Many outside observers 
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criticized the Saudi plans as “arbitrary” and “not particularly coherent.”  Regardless of 

criticisms the Saudis proceeded with their development plans (Turner and Bedore 1979, 

7-8).    

A basic tenet of the Saudi RBI approach was to enter into joint ventures with 

foreign companies.   From the onset of project planning, the Saudis insisted in bringing in 

foreign partners with 50/50 stakes.  This was intended to be a disciplining factor for 

Saudi Arabia as it would both guarantee stronger management and to some extent an 

insurance plan in terms of marketing and sales.  The Saudi’s attracted foreign partners by 

offering attractive incentive packages that outpaced international norms.  Some argued 

that this placed Saudi Arabia at an unfair advantage.  The first such incentives were 

financing rates at 3-6% annually (Turner and Bedore 1979, 19).  Those rates contrasted 

sharply with U.S. rates, which because of stagflation, had entered double digits reaching 

nearly fifteen percent in 1975 (Martin 2007, 28).   To further sweeten the deal, Saudi 

Arabia offered potential joint venture partners the opportunity to buy extra crude oil 

(Turner and Bedore 1979, 22).  The formula was simple the Saudis saw foreign 

partnership as highly advantageous.  Most observers have come to agree that it was 

pragmatic and effective.  The Saudis presented opportunities that many world 

corporations could not pass up.   

To drive the RBI projects, the Saudi Arabian government created Saudi Basic 

Industry Corporations (SABIC).  It was founded by the government at the realization that 

costs for the creation of hydrocarbon industries were a prohibitive issue for most private 

investment.  SABIC was initially infused with ten billion riyals of startup capital to get 
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the projects going (Looney 1981, 180).  Six joint venture petrochemical plant projects 

were started in the 1970’s.  The project partners included Shell, Mobil, Dow, Exon, a 

Japanese Consortium, and Celanese-Texas Eastern.  The intended products from these 

plants included the following: methanol, ethanol, ethylene, ethylene glycol, and 

polyethylene amongst many others (Looney 1981, 181).  There were also two joint 

venture metallurgical projects set up at the same time with Kolb Iron and Steel and 

Aluminum Smelting, along with two joint venture fertilizer projects with Taiwan and 

Urea (Looney 1982, 182).  All in all, the 1970’s ended with ten resource based industry 

projects being constructed, all of which followed the base pattern of incorporating foreign 

partnerships allowing for Saudi penetration into highly competitive markets around the 

world.   

Saudi decision makers found it prudent during the 1980’s and early 1990’s to 

diversify their holdings into overseas joint venture projects.  The intent was to dilute risk 

while guaranteeing markets for their refined petrochemical products.  One of the first and 

biggest of such investments occurred in 1988 when Aramco bought a 50% share in Star 

Enterprises, a joint venture with Texaco.  In 1991, in order to obtain a greater hold of the 

market, Star Enterprises took on a third partner, Shell, in order to grab hold of even 

another market (Cordesman 2003, 493).  In that same year, another joint venture project 

was finalized, this time with a South Korean firm and at a 35% share (Cordesman 2003, 

493).  This was once again followed up with two 1995 joint ventures, one with a Greek 

company Motor Oil Helios (MOH) and the other a Philippines refinery (Cordesman 

2003, 494).  All of these projects and venture programs represent a larger Saudi program 



 

110 

with numerous facets and purposes.  The most ephemeral of these programs was to direct 

profitability of sales.  Arguably, the more comprehensive goals were the diversification 

of the country’s economic base. 

In 2000, the fiscal returns and production levels from the downstream projects 

had become competitive worldwide.  Saudi Arabian domestic and foreign joint venture 

refineries were selling 486 million barrels of product.  Of these products 75.9 million was 

gasoline, 44.3 million was jet fuel and kerosene, and 167.6 million was diesel gasoline.  

The only notable draw back was that the petroleum products had demonstrated the same 

price instability as crude oil (Cordesman 2003, 490).  This left Saudi Arabia extensively 

vulnerable to any and all adjustments and fluctuations in the price of oil.  The issue was 

muted, however, with the continually increasing value of petroleum refining since the 

1970’s as well as the corresponding level of sales.  Refined product sales in general had 

risen from $200 billion in the 70’s to over $400 billion in the late 90’s and early 00’s 

(Cordesman 2003, 491).  Domestic refining had begun to produce nearly 1.125 million 

barrels of product a day (MMBD) and their overseas refining projects were producing 1.6 

MMBD (Cordesman 2003, 491).  It had become evident by 2000 that the Saudi Arabian 

downstream products had overcome their initial problems in terms of revenue returns and 

had become profitable industries. 

In regards to the specific argument of this paper, Saudi Arabian RBI projects 

created not only jobs within the state, but also created an informal yet effective education 

program for the Saudis.  Through the state’s joint ventures, Saudi Arabians got first hand 

experience working with world corporations.  RBI programs, while costly, created jobs, 
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educated the populace, and created greater wealth within the state.  Once again, issues 

seemingly unrelated to social welfare and viewed as unorthodox and impractical by 

outsiders were in fact mechanisms to aid the state and the populace.  This idea is at the 

very heart of the tribal nomadic mentality. 

If nothing else, this exploration of the twentieth and twenty first century Saudi 

Arabia is intended to highlight difference.  Difference in how political leadership comes 

to power and how its citizens receive that power.  Difference in how the Saudi’s 

perceived and interacted with their families, tribes, and community.  Difference in how 

the state of Saudi Arabia used its wealth to benefit its people.  There is no claim here that 

Saudi Arabia is a wholly unique cultural entity unto itself, but the many political, social, 

and cultural eccentricities that make it what is are unlike their counterparts in the West.  

Perhaps the biggest point of differentiation is that the West continually strives for 

modernization at all levels; political, social, and cultural, while Saudi Arabia struggles to 

modernize only in certain venues.   

Any examination of Saudi Arabia reveals a state that is embedded with tribal 

practices.  These practices are evident in state formation, political process, government 

programs, and resource allocation.  The tribal conceptions of domination by the strong, 

lineage prestige, consensus, and social welfare are prolific.  Trying to write these 

structures off as coincidental, or Islamic, is problematic.  In many ways, the modern 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is strikingly comparable to its precursor Islamic kingdoms.  

There is a consistency to process and practice in the region that must be considered and 

understood in order to progress our understanding of Saudi Arabia and Middle East. 



 

112 

CONCLUSION 

Saudi Arabia is by most accounts a relatively young state, founded only in 1932.  

Yet this fact is a misleading one.  It presupposes that its structures of government and 

many of its cultural caveats and nuisances are similarly young and underdeveloped.  

Somehow, when we think of Saudi Arabia we at the very most connect it to being a 

rebellious piece of the Ottoman empire and perhaps we can further connect it with the 

anarchic tribes of that area and period.  All to few see the connection between the modern 

State of Saudi Arabia and the old empires of Islam such as the Abbasid Dynasty, or the 

Umayyad Dynasty, or even the Rashidun Caliphate.  Yet those empires occupied the 

same space which contained the same ethno linguistic group that continues to live there 

today.  To take this point one step further, it is an absolute rarity for anyone to see the 

connection between modern Saudi Arabia and the pre-Islamic peoples and nomadic tribes 

that for millennia roamed those desserts.  That connection somehow exists beyond the 

realm of reason not just for academics but even for Muslim themselves.  What makes this 

disconnect all the more troubling is that similarly long and in some cases more expansive 

connections are recognized in other areas.  Few struggle to see the ethnic and cultural 

connection between the Anglo-Saxons and the English dating back to William the 

Conqueror’s invasion of the British Isles in 1066.  We are even comfortable connecting 

the Germanic tribes that occupied central Europe with modern states like Germany and 

Austria.  Traveling even further back into western antiquity the Greeks of today are easily 
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attached to the Ancient Greeks and all of their achievements including philosophy and 

education.  The very same could be said about Ancient Rome and Modern Italy.  If we 

want to transplant this view on the Far East we need to look no further than China.  

Modern China is still viewed to be cultural byproduct of Ancient China, and the 

connection between the cultural mentality of the Chinese with Confucianism and Taoism 

is all to well explored.  The point of all this is that there is a break in the consistency of 

perception.  And this break translates into the development literature of a subject and in 

this case Saudi Arabia and the Middle East. 

If we begin to breakdown the basic statistics of development, the numbers are 

simple.  Just 6% of all countries with a nomadic tribal tradition scored higher than a two 

on the freedomhouse rankings, which range from one to seven.  Only 16% scored higher 

than a three.  And lastly a sparse 29% scored higher than a four.  If we transpose this onto 

this onto Middle Eastern States only two out of twenty states surveyed scored higher than 

four, and those two states were Israel and Turkey.  Both of which are states that are 

socially and culturally dissimilar to the average Middle Eastern country.  Past scholarship 

has been comfortable labeling these areas and peoples as underdeveloped, repressive, and 

even backward.  The situation however is far more complicated and the patterns of 

development and political orientation are more diverse. 

As these elements are pulled together we see the political, social, and cultural 

development of Saudi Arabia has been steered by the importance of strength in politics, 

the emphasis placed on familial and tribal ties, the use of ijma in decision making, and 

the necessity of providing help and support for the populace.  This story is not an isolated 
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one in fact even the most cursory of examinations shows that numerous states throughout 

the Middle East and North Africa are infused with these same norms.  On a more broad 

level, states with relatively recent histories of nomadic tribalism embraces these social 

bases as well.  This all reverberates back to the understanding that certain populaces are 

inundated with cultural norms that predispose their states to what most would label as 

authoritarianism.  Unfortunately the label of authoritarian carries with it a level of 

derision by those who apply it.  The greater truth is that it is simply a different form of 

development than what has occurred in the West.   

The theory presented here is like all issues of this world, overwhelmingly 

complicated and yet strikingly simple.  The strikingly simple aspect of this comes from 

the obvious realization that the life experiences of people living in the desert, or any 

region that has sparse vegetation, animal life and above all water will be different from 

that of people living with abundant vegetation, animal life, and water.  These differing 

life experiences in turn produce differing methods of existence and survival, which in 

turn creates differing social, political, and cultural norms.  When we allow for the 

insertion of thousands of years of development what we get are strikingly different 

experiences and peoples.  The complicated aspect of this is all the details and pieces that 

have come together to create each of these experiences.  It would be impossible to 

catalogue and detail it all in one hundred pages or in a thousand pages, or even in 

multiple thousands of pages.  It is immensely complicated and beyond the abilities of any 

person to ever be able to fully comprehend.  With that all said, accepting that states have 

different development patterns and end points for development seems logical. 
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This study has attempted to be a bridge between methodologies.  All to often 

scholars use only the methodologies of their respective disciplines to argue their points.  

The mentality of this is to stick with what is comfortable and familiar.  Arguing from the 

same single method as your predecessors creates similar conclusions culminating in an 

abundance of similarity.  For example, it is uncommon to find works in the field of 

political science that fuse qualitative and quantitative forms of analysis together.  In terms 

of history it is uncommon to find a historian who is willing to look at broad overarching 

patterns and an absolute rarity to find a historian who thinks that any form of statistical 

analysis beyond the most basic of mathematics is a valid argument method.  All of this 

research, thought, and painstaking hours of revision, and yet few academics are even 

willing to take a step outside of their respective comfort zones to test and expand their 

theories.   

What this study has argued is little more than a link in the chain within the 

evolution of literature on development and specifically Middle East development.  The 

past fifteen years have shown the scholarly communities willingness to go beyond the 

theories that have bogged it down for decades.  Scholars and political strategists like Tim 

Niblock, Anthony Cordesman, and Mamoun Fandy are the first speakers in this 

conversation.  They have in their own ways acknowledged the past deficiencies of 

scholarship in analyzing states like Saudi Arabia.  They are also the first political 

scientists that have tacitly embraced that different isn’t always worse or inferior.   This 

examination has taken their points and inferences and expanded on them to create a 

different lens through which to look at development patterns.   This theory is by no 
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means closing the book on the subject of development; if anything it is a call to explore 

the varying cultural nuisances that exist throughout the world.  We must begin to look at 

the histories of peoples that are different and ask ourselves why. 
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