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Saudi Arabia, named quite literally after its ruling family the Al Saud, has been the 

dominant political and religious Sunni Arab nation in the Middle East.
1
 Since the founding 

of oil in the region, the Saudi’s have gained political legitimacy, which added to the 

religious legitimacy derived from their title as ‘Guardians’ of the Two Holy Mosques. 

However, in the aftermath of the Arab Spring, political pressure has been increasing on the 

Gulf monarchs. Across the region there have been increasing calls for political 

modernization and civic participation, particularly after long-standing autocratic allies, 

including Mubarak and Ben Ali, all fell within the space of a year. Until now, the vast oil 

wealth that the Saudi state has accumulated has given them a buffer, which allowed them to 

bypass calls for democratization. However, with falling oil prices, and increasing political 

and economic pressure on the government internationally and domestically, the future seems 

somewhat unclear. This paper will aim to highlight the various threats that the Saudi regime 

is likely to face in the near future, including the internal family pressures, the economic 

issues, religion and the problem of ISIS and finally Iran.  

 

The death of King Abdullah has created an element of doubt surrounding the 

longevity of monarchical rule for the House of Saud. A large part of this stems from the 

unstable nature of the Saudi appanage system.
2
 When he died in 1953, the founder of the Al 

Saud dynasty, Abdulaziz ibn Saud, left forty-five sons behind. Due to these sons having a 

number of sons themselves the royal family has an estimated twenty-five thousand 

members, split into a number of individual factions or wings. The new King, Salman ibn 

Abdulaziz, has come to the throne and been incredibly assertive both at home, and through 

his foreign policy decision-making. However, there are heavily circulating rumors that his 

health is deteriorating and he may not live for longer than a year. Upon his death, the family 

will be faced with a situation in which the factionalism King Abdullah worked so hard to 

prevent may become a reality, causing internal strife and chaos. King Salman’s cabinet 

changes made it evident that he wants power to be kept within his own faction, known as the 

Sudairi wing of the family (the line of the family whose mother or grandmother was Hassa 

bint Ahmed al-Sudairi, one of Abdulaziz Ibn Saud’s favourite wives).
3
 His nephew, the 

                                                      
1
 I use this term somewhat begrudgingly. While it is well known today what this refers to, I feel that 

term does not include North Africa, where several key states of the Arab World lie. However, unfortunately at 

present there are few better alternatives and, those that may be more accurate are somewhat confusing. In this I 

include West Asia or even the Nile to Oxus, a term used by famous historian Marshall Hodgson.  
2
In relation to the context of Saudi Arabia this relates to a system in which rule passes from one 

brother to the next.  
3
 This is most visible in the partial family tree The Economist tweeted on the 13

th
 January, 2015. The 

twitter handle is @EconMEastAfrica and the image can be found here: 

https://twitter.com/econmeastafrica/status/555055244896641024. This faction has produced King Fahd (r. 

1982-2005), Former Crown Prince Sultan (2005-2011), Former Crown Prince Nayef (2011-2012 – he is also 

the father of the current Crown Prince, Mohammad Ibn Nayef) and now King Salman.   
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former Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed Ibn Nayef was elevated to the position of Crown 

Prince, while his own son, Mohammed Ibn Salman was named as Deputy Crown Prince. 

This move can be seen as anything but an attempt to ensure that power is held purely within 

the line of Ibn Saud and Hassa bint Ahmed Al-Sudairi. Indeed, the new King provided 

evidence of this considering the fact that, in January, one of the first changes that he 

instituted was a restructuring of all state ministries. All of them now fall under two brackets 

of either political/military or social/economic. It is no coincidence that both brackets are 

now run by the new Crown Prince and the new Deputy Crown Prince. Both these men are 

from the ‘third generation’ and after King Salman passes away (his health is in serious 

doubt), a grandson of Ibn Saud will sit on the throne for the first time. The current system of 

horizontal succession to the throne will almost certainly become untenable once succession 

passes to the third generation. With almost two hundred princes, a significant number of 

whom are independently wealthy and powerful, there is likely to be competition for power 

and influence. Princes Mishaal and Mitab (sons of the Late King Abdullah) are certainly two 

candidates who may seek to cause trouble, especially as their power has decreased 

significantly since the inception of the new ruler, and they are not alone. The attempt to 

restrict succession to a single wing of the family will likely cause division in the short to 

medium term, especially if the Sudairis maintain their hold on the critical positions of 

authority in the future, as they are currently. Unless this issue of succession can be resolved 

and agreed upon by the stronger grandsons of Ibn Saud, there is likely to be constant 

instability and uncertainty within the Al Saud. Whether this turns violent or not remains to 

be seen, but in order to maintain stable monarchical rule all issues have to be kept internal. 

The size and unity of the family has provided a strong buffer against opposition in the past, 

and will be required to do the same in the future.  

 

Beyond the internal politics of the ruling family, a second challenge comes in the 

form of oil prices. For the last few months, the Saudi policy has been to artificially lower 

prices by increasing production, in order to increase their market share. Indeed, they are 

producing nearly ten million barrels of oil a day, almost a third of the OPEC total.
4
 While 

the Saudi’s are currently able to maintain prices at an artificially low level, they cannot 

sustain this policy in the long run. The consequences of attempting to do so would be 

severely detrimental both politically and economically. One manner in which the Saudis 

(and the other Gulf Monarchs) have maintained their rule is best explained by Rentier State 

Theory. In the context of the Persian Gulf, this theory states that the significant oil rents 

accrued by these states are used to pacify any call for political participation. As a norm, this 

rent is assimilated through a substantial Welfare State, via free or heavily subsidized 

housing, healthcare and education programs for example. Considering the importance of this 

policy for the stability of Saudi monarchical rule, the artificial lowering of oil prices (now at 

below 60 a barrel)
5
 poses a serious threat, not only to monarchical stability, but also to Saudi 

Arabia’s long-term economic growth. Saudi elites have stated that their focus is to update 

and improve all state infrastructure including roads and railway systems. However, at the 

same time money is also being pumped into the vast Welfare State that Saudi citizens have 

grown accustom to. This was evidenced by King Salman giving all citizens two months 

bonus, and recently all members of the army a bonus too, in order to ensure political 

acquiescence. Overall, in the last 4 years, Saudi spending has risen 52%, with the dynasty 
                                                      

4
 The Economist, Why the price of oil is failing, 12/08/2014. 

http://www.economist.com/blogs/economist-explains/2014/12/economist-explains-4. 
5
 Bloomberg Energy and Oil Prices, 05/17/2015 - available at http://www.bloomberg.com/energy/ 
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pumping money into the Welfare State in order to ensure social peace.
6
 The extra fiscal 

pressure this has created means that the oil price required in order for the government to 

balance its budget has risen to almost $90 a barrel, and this figure is rising. Last year, the 

IMF warned Saudi Arabia that as an economic policy this was not sustainable, especially as 

the Saudi state itself has little diversification in relation to its economy.
7
  The falling price of 

oil has thus created a situation in which the political costs of the policy of rentierism are 

increasing, as the costs of pacifying and stifling any political opposition are rising. A 

continuation of trying to improve market share seems to have therefore hampered efforts for 

long-term economic growth, at least in the near future. Political and military concerns are 

the main focus of the Saudi regime, indicated by their involvement in Yemen. While this 

may be the case, Saudi Arabia must maintain a clear focus in relation to its economy. The 

current reliance on oil revenue can only be relied upon in the near future. A failure to 

diversify and create viable alternative prospects for long-term economic growth may create 

views within the populous regarding governmental change. Failure to diversify 

economically and maintain the status quo the population now expects is likely to create a 

scenario in which the Al Saud struggle to dissuade their population from demanding some 

form of representation.   

 

 A purely political analysis is not enough however. One critical source of legitimacy 

for the Al Saud dynasty is religion, especially their role as the “Guardians of the Two Holy 

Mosques”. Regardless of political events, the Saudi state has always had religion as a buffer 

against criticism. However, with the continued strengthening of the Islamic State (IS), Saudi 

Arabia may be put on the defensive religiously as well, for two diverging reasons. The first 

issue stems from the fact that the purist Salafi doctrine which underpins the religious 

outlook of Saudi Arabia also underpins the ideology of IS. Indeed, IS explicitly refer to the 

teachings of Mohammad Ibn Abdulwahhab to justify its acts of destruction and murder, 

while thousands of young Saudi nationals have been recruited to the IS ranks. Until now, the 

Saudi regime shows no signs of altering its strict interpretation of the Qu’ran, the Hadith and 

the Shar’ia. If they fail to liberalize socially, in at least some regards, their ideological ties to 

IS may them harm internationally. Furthermore, perhaps a greater threat is posed by the fact 

that IS is competing directly for the religious legitimacy the Saudi state relies so heavily on. 

Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi proclaimed himself to be the true Caliph and called Saudi Arabia 

“the head of the snake and the stronghold of disease”.
8
 At its very core, IS seeks a return to 

the ‘Golden Age’ of Islam.
9
 The Caliphate is seen by many as the political ideal, as well as a 

source of spiritual authority, because this was the manner in which the Salaf (the 

companions of the Prophet) were governed. Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi refers to the Al Saud’s 

as dictators, and has called on supporters of IS to carry out jihad against them. While this is 

unlikely in of itself to topple the regime, an emboldened IS will likely call into question the 

                                                      
6
 Martin Dokoupil,  Saudi could see budget deficit next year, risks draining reserves – IMF, Reuters 

Online, 09/24/2014 – available at http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/09/24/imf-saudi-budget-

idUSL6N0RP47K20140924 
7
 Simeon Kerr, IMF urges Gulf Countries to reduce spending as oil price plunges, The Financial 

Times, 01/21/2015 – available at http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/a763aeba-a0b9-11e4-9aee-

00144feab7de.html?siteedition=uk#axzz3PYUULjS4 
8
 Beirut Bureau of Reuters, Islamic State Leader urges attacks in Saudi Speech, 11/13/2014 – 

available at http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/11/13/us-mideast-crisis-baghdadi-

idUSKCN0IX1Y120141113  
9
 ‘Golden Age’ here is a reference to the period of rule under the Prophet and the Four Rightly-Guided 

Caliphs (Abu Bakr, Umar, Uthman and Ali).  
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religious legitimacy that has bolstered the Saudi monarchy since its inception. The 

monarchs’ and senior princes’ attempt to harness religion in their pursuit of power may be 

their own undoing.  While religion helped the House of Saud to establish and assert their 

authority, with a new “caliphate” to the north of them, it has now become a serious liability. 

 

Until the failure of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, political Islam was also a 

significant threat to the Saudi regime, as they too competed for the religious legitimacy the 

Al Saud use to legitimize their rule. This being said, after the fall of the Muslim 

Brotherhood in Egypt political Islam does not seem to pose too much danger in the short-

term. The Muslim Brotherhood is a transnational organization that, as of 2015 has relatively 

little appeal after failing in Egypt. Saudi Arabia has always adapted to the threat of Islamism 

within the state, using its close ties to Wahhabi clerics in order to cement legitimacy. 

However, if dynastic issues continue to occur and the ruling family fails to resolve internal 

issues, political Islam may provide a strong challenge yet, especially considering its success 

in the wider Arab World, in Tunisia in particular.  

 

A final critical factor that must be mentioned is the role of Iran. With a potential nuclear 

deal being worked out with the United States and the wider Western world, there is an 

increasing possibility that Iran may rejoin the international community. This would have 

serious consequences for the rule of the Al-Saud dynasty because Iran is a significant 

producer of oil. With their re-introduction into the international community they could sell 

to a wider consumer base. Because they are not an OPEC member, Iran could potentially 

undercut the market share attributed to Saudi Arabia. This would create serious 

consequences as it would undo the work that the Saudis have done to increase their market 

share.
10

 As is discussed earlier in this paper, the costs of following such a policy have been 

costly to say the least. If Iranian oil flooded the market prices would be kept at a low level. 

At present, estimates vary between US$90 and $105 as to what the Al Saud need oil prices 

to be at, in order to balance their expenditure.
11

 If this were to occur, it is likely that Saudi 

revenues would be impacted, creating a further need for spending on the welfare state (and 

therefore a spiraling budget deficit) to maintain social peace.  

 

Furthermore, internationally Saudi Arabia has enjoyed a regional hegemony, at least 

with respect to the rest of the Middle East. If a nuclear deal is reached, and the U.S begins to 

engage with Iran, the Saudi’s dominance over the Arab world may wane. The United States 

seems eager for a nuclear deal to go through in some form and this may reshape 

Washington’s relationship with the region as a whole. Perhaps this is why two American 

favourites, according to Western media, are now in positions of true power, namely being 

next in line to the throne and the new Foreign Minister. Mohammed Ibn Nayef is a firm 

favourite because he has led the recent efforts for Saudi anti-terrorism measures. The new 

foreign minister, Adel Al-Jubeir was the Saudi Ambassador to the United States and his new 

position is likely to have stemmed from the contacts and knowledge he built in his capacity 

as Ambassador. 

 

                                                      
10

 The cost of pacifying political opposition and calls for mobilization and participation would likely 

increase if the Al Saud are unable to maintain the status quo.  
11

 Anjli Raval and Simeon Kerr, Saudis Spend like there’s no oil price drop, The Financial Times, 

05/13/2015 – available at http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/07432996-f8b7-11e4-8e16-

00144feab7de.html#axzz3a3VmKaCw  
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There is also a fear in Saudi Arabia about the religious impact Iran may have. In 

particular they are worried about the potential for a second Islamic revolution, inspired by 

the Iranian clergy. The Eastern region of Saudi Arabia is home to a significant Shi’a 

population and, a major oil field. Historically there has been widespread anti-Shi’a 

resentment from the government, owing to the hardline Wahhabi ideology that embodies the 

Saudi state. One of the core tenets of Wahhabism is an opposition to any reverence of 

shrines.
12

 Traditionally, Shi’a have venerated the shrines of Ali (the nephew and son-in-law 

of the Prophet) and his sons, Hasan and Husayn, and for this reason have been labelled as 

unbelievers (kufr). The Saudi state has, as a result harshly persecuted the Eastern provinces, 

and has done so consistently. There is therefore a fear about a potential Shi’a uprising, 

financed and sponsored by an Iranian government, intent on weakening the Saudi state 

internally to develop their own regional hegemony.  

 

In conclusion, a general lack of foresight may bring about the downfall of the Saudi 

monarchy. Their failure to expand and diversify economically is likely to have significant 

political consequences, especially as currently there are few plans in place to replace the rent 

accrued from oil. If the ruling family fails to maintain unity, and there is no unified response 

to the problems outlined above, the future for Saudi Arabia is uncertain at best. We must 

conclude that in fifteen years - perhaps less - it is not difficult to imagine a situation in 

which the King of Saudi Arabia reigns, but does not rule, with power being devolved into an 

elected Parliament.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
12

 Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, 1789-1939, Cambridge University Press, 1983, 

p.37-38 
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