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 King of Saudi Arabia Salman bin Abdulaziz AI Saud (center), Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman AI Saud (right) and Crown
 Prince, First Deputy Prime Minister and the Minister of Interior Muhammad bin Nayef(left) pose for a photograph before the announce-
 ment of the economic reform plan known as " Vision 2030 " in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia on April 25, 2016. (BANDAR ALGALOUD/ANADOLU
 AGENCY/GETTY IMAGES)
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 Saudi Arabia in transition
 by Lawrence G. Potter

 As ald in 2017 the J. Trump Middle began, was the East, incoming faced with with active administration a difficult conflicts situation of in Don- Iraq
 ald J. Trump was faced with a difficult situation
 in the Middle East, with active conflicts in Iraq

 and Afghanistan, the nuclear agreement with Iran under
 renewed attack, the peace process between Israelis and
 Palestinians still stalled, and strained relations with Egypt
 and Turkey. Proxy wars between Iran and Saudi Arabia
 continued in Yemen and Syria, drawing in the U.S. A mili-
 tary offensive against Mosul and Raqqa, with American
 participation, is now contesting ISIS' control of parts of
 Iraq and Syria, but this will be a prolonged struggle.

 The Arab Spring, the region- wide upheaval demanding
 reform and democracy that swept the Middle East start-
 ing in early 2011, led to the downfall of rulers in Tuni-
 sia, Libya, Egypt and Yemen, yet did not lead to the re-
 forms ardently wished for. Gulf rulers were alarmed by

 demands for political reform, and responded by blaming
 Iran, seeking to buy off political opposition and stepping
 up internal repression.

 The situation in Saudi Arabia has now been transformed

 by the accession to power of King Salman bin Abdulaziz
 AI Saud, 81, in January 2015 following the death of his
 half-brother, King Abdullah, who had ruled the country
 since 2005. The new leadership includes the crown prince,
 Muhammad bin Nayef, 57, also the interior minister, who
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 Mohammed bin Salman Al Saud (left), deputy crown prince and defense minister of Saudi
 Arabia , and U.S. President Barack Obama meet at the White House in Washington, D.C,
 on June 17, 2016. (ANADOLU AGENCY/GETTY IMAGES)
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 has a background in counter-terror-
 ism. The king's son, Mohammed bin
 Salman, 31, is deputy crown prince
 and the person many regard as the
 real decision-maker. Ambitious and

 brash (he did not hesitate to upbraid
 President Obama over U.S. policy), he
 is spearheading major changes in do-
 mestic policy. The new team has also
 embarked on a much more aggressive
 foreign policy to oppose Iranian in-
 roads in the region, intervening in the
 conflict in Syria and initiating a disas-
 trous war in Yemen.

 The change in government coincid-
 ed with a precipitous drop in the price
 of oil- the state's main resource -

 which started in mid-2014, after a de-

 cade of high prices. Prices fell from
 a peak of $145 per barrel in 2008 to
 below $30 in 2016, ending the year
 in the $50 range. This has led to an
 economic crisis and a massive budget
 deficit of $98 billion in 2015, and a
 projected $87 billion in 2016. In re-
 sponse, the government has introduced

 f Before you read, download the compan-
 • ion Glossary that includes definitions

 and a guide to acronyms and abbreviations
 used in the article. Go to www.great
 decisions.org and select a topic in the
 Resources section on the right-hand side
 of the page.

 a plan for major reforms and reduc-
 tions in expenditure, dubbed "Saudi
 Vision 2030." These reforms amount

 to a rewriting of the "ruling bargain"
 long in effect between the govern-
 ment and its citizens during the age
 of plenty: As long as the government
 took care of people's needs, including
 employment, housing, education and
 health care, and did not tax them, they
 would delegate decisions of how to
 rule to the AI Saud. Such major policy
 changes have unsettled Saudis, and,
 if implemented, there is no guarantee
 they will work.

 The U.S. hope of reducing its foot-
 print in the Middle East, especially the
 Persian Gulf, has had to be repeatedly
 deferred. The wars in Afghanistan and
 Iraq that President Obama inherited
 from his predecessor, George W. Bush,
 were supposed to be over by now, but
 American troops are still fighting in
 both. Official ties with Saudi Arabia,
 the U.S.' most important Arab ally,
 are badly strained, and support for the
 Saudis has plummeted in public opin-
 ion. On September 28, Congress over-
 rode the president's veto of a bill (the
 Justice Against Sponsors of Terrorism
 Act or JASTA) that would allow fam-
 ilies of victims of the September 1 1
 attacks to sue the Saudi government
 for any role in the event. Although

 the official investigation of the 9/11
 attacks concluded that there was "no

 evidence" that they were funded by the

 Saudi government or senior officials,
 questions have persisted as to whether
 lower-level officials or other Saudis

 were complicit and information was
 being suppressed. The Saudis have
 threatened to retaliate by selling off
 their assets in the U.S.

 The war in Yemen, which has so far
 claimed an estimated 10,000 casual-
 ties, has put the U.S. in an untenable
 position. The Obama administration
 has reluctantly supported the air war
 that began there in 2015 in hopes of
 reinstalling President Abdu Mansour
 Hadi, who was removed from power
 by Iranian-aligned Houthi rebels. U.S.
 assistance has included aircraft, muni-

 tions, training and in-flight refueling.
 This support is partly payback for Sau-
 di acquiescence in the Iranian nuclear
 deal. In the opinion of the New York
 Times , "If the Saudis refuse to halt
 the carnage and resume negotiations
 on a political settlement, Mr. Obama
 should end military support. Other-
 wise, America could be implicated
 in war crimes and be dragged even
 deeper into the conflict."

 Saudi Arabia is also facing criti-
 cism for the export of Wahhabism, its
 austere version of Islam that is widely
 believed to have contributed to the

 spread of jihadist violence. The para-
 dox is that although the country is ac-
 cused of funding and exporting terror-
 ists, it has been fighting a homegrown
 terrorist movement since al-Qaeda
 first targeted the AI Saud, and is now
 experiencing attacks by ISIS.

 In the face of perceived U.S. unre-
 liability, coupled with financial crisis
 at home, Saudi Arabia has undertaken
 dramatic policy changes. According to
 Prince Turki Al Faisal, former ambas-
 sador to the U.S. and former head of

 intelligence, "America has changed,
 we have changed and definitely we
 need to realign and readjust our un-
 derstandings of each other." Ameri-
 cans have started to wonder: Should

 they regard Saudi Arabia as a friend
 or foe? Clearly, some readjustment of
 relations is in store.
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 Religion and state in
 Saudi Arabia

 Tribes ern states were in the the key Arabian to forming Peninsula, mod- ern states in the Arabian Peninsula,

 although the dynasties ruling there are
 mostly of urban origin. Particularly sig-
 nificant was a religious reform move-
 ment known as the Wahhabis, which
 arose in the central region of Najd in
 the 1 8th century. It was founded by Mu-
 hammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab (d.1792),
 a preacher who formed a partnership
 in 1744 with a local chieftain, Muham-
 mad ibn Saud (d. 1765), and went on to
 conquer much of the peninsula.

 This led to the formation of three

 Saudi states, the first lasting from 1744
 to 1818 (destroyed by the governor of
 Egypt, acting on Ottoman behalf); the
 second from 1824 to 1891 (put to an
 end by the Rashidis, a tribal dynasty);
 and the third state, founded by Abdu-
 laziz Ibn Saud in 1902, which persists
 today. Although Ibn Saud incorporated
 much of Arabia into what became the

 new state of Saudi Arabia in 1932,
 he was prevented by the British from
 swallowing up the small shaikhdoms
 they protected along the Gulf coast,
 or expanding into Iraqi and Jordanian
 territory. The discovery of oil in 1938
 by American prospectors ensured the
 state's survival. Since Ibn Saud died in

 1953, only his sons have ruled the coun-

 try, including the present King Salman.

 Wahhabi Islam

 The Wahhabi version of Islam is aus-

 tere. Like other Islamic schools, it em-

 phasizes monotheism and the obliga-
 tion to pay zakaty or taxes to be remit-
 ted to the leader of the community. Its
 theology, however, rejects any form of
 intercession with God, such as visiting
 the shrines of saints. Wahhabism seeks

 a return to a purified faith and opposes
 all it regards as bid' a (reprehensible in-
 novation), such as Sufism and Shi'ism.
 It enjoins believers to carry out jihad
 ("holy war") against those who do not
 follow these principles. This led in the

 early 19th century to attacks on Shi 4 a
 holy places in present-day Iraq, as well
 as in Medina.

 While religion was the main animat-
 ing force of the movement, economic
 reward was also a key to its success.
 Historian Hala Fattah notes that the

 Wahhabi tendency to label Muslim op-
 ponents as unbelievers {kafir, plural
 kuffar), and thereby excommunicate
 them by the act of takfir , led to an early

 struggle over pilgrimage and commu-
 nication routes in the Arabian Penin-

 sula, as well as to attempts to collect
 protection money and impose a trade
 monopoly. Before oil, the annual Hajj
 pilgrimage was a significant source
 of income. Today, Saudi control of
 the Hajj is very important for political
 and economic reasons.

 The use of the derogatory term
 "Wahhabi" is, however, problematic,
 and it was originally introduced by the
 opponents of Muhammad ibn Abd al-
 Wahhab. By naming a movement after a
 man (like the analogous "Muhammad-
 ism"), it seeks to emphasize that its doc-
 trines were created by a man and that its

 followers belong to a heretical cult, not
 mainstream Sunni Islam. The current

 use of the term to refer to (and delegiti-
 mize) movements outside of Saudi Ara-

 bia is also misleading. Most Saudis re-
 gard themselves as Sunni Muslims who
 adhere to Salafism; that is, they follow
 the example of the Prophet Muhammad
 and his Companions, who constitute the
 worthy ancestors of today's true Mus-
 lims ( al-salaf ). Salafists are mainly
 concerned with problems of the Islamic
 world and questions of individual piety,
 not international relations or even poli-
 tics. The Western media usually refer to
 the radical and militant branch of Salaf-

 ists as "Jihadi" or "Salafi Jihadi."

 "Salafism morphed into a religious
 movement with a number of politi-
 cal manifestations, only one of which
 was the blend of social conservatism

 and political quietism represented by
 the official Saudi variant," according to
 F. Gregory Gause III, professor at the
 Bush School of Government at Texas

 A&M University. While acknowledg-
 ing that the Saudis have set up institu-
 tions and networks to spread a puritani-
 cal, intolerant form of Islam abroad, he

 points out that they long ago lost control

 of the global Salafi movement, if they
 ever had it, and it is unrealistic to think

 that they control it. "This means that
 leaning on the Saudis to become 'less
 Wahhabi' is unlikely to have much ef-
 fect on jihadist movements like AI Qa-
 eda and Islamic State [ISIS]."

 The role of the ulama

 Like other religions and religious ten-
 dencies, over more than 250 years the
 doctrine and practice of "Wahhabism"
 has undergone an evolution. In the be-
 ginning, it was a partnership between
 a religious and a secular figure, in
 which the descendants of Muhammad

 bin Saud provided "secular" leader-
 ship of the state, and the descendants
 of Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab

 (the Al Shaikh family) provided re-
 ligious leadership. As Ibn Saud con-
 solidated his power in the early 20th
 century, this balance had to change.
 In 1929, the Ikhwan (Brethren), his
 fervent tribal warriors, wanted to
 attack the British Mandate of Iraq
 against his wishes. A major battle
 took place (Battle of Sibila), in which
 the forces of the king vanquished
 these religious zealots.

 From then on, the balance between

 religion and state changed. The role
 of the Wahhabi ulama (Muslim reli-
 gious scholars with recognized au-
 thority in matters of sacred law and
 theology), originally partners with
 the secular AI Saud, was increasingly
 circumscribed. While the state pays
 deference to the ulama, since the de-
 feat of the Ikhwan it has always been
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 in charge, and most ulama have been
 part of the government bureaucracy.
 While some marriages have occurred
 between the Al Shaikh family and the
 AI Saud family since the 1940s, these
 are not important when it comes to
 the political affairs of the country. In
 1971, King Faisal created a Council
 of Senior Ulama, which, by means of
 its fatwas (religious edicts), provides
 religious sanction for state policies.

 The support of the Wahhabi ulama
 remains a key source of legitimacy
 for the rule of the AI Saud. "In Saudi

 Arabia, stability depends to a large
 degree on cooperation between the
 ruling family and the ulama ," ac-
 cording to Czech scholar Ondřej
 Beranek. "During the second half of
 the twentieth century... the expres-
 sion of traditional Abd al-Wahhab's

 doctrine changed from the revivalist

 Salafi movement to apologetic insti-
 tutionalized religion, which has sup-
 ported two very controversial, yet
 very frequent political habits in the
 history of Islam: hereditary political
 power and absolute submission to
 the ruling authority."

 National identity
 Since the current state was founded in

 1902, it has tried to foster a sense of
 national identity where none existed
 before. As Saudi historian Madawi Al-

 Rasheed explains, "Saudi historical nar-
 ratives create a memory of a population
 riven by warfare, instability, and rivalry

 as a prelude to the paramount role of the

 Wahhabi call... more importantly, the
 narrative asserts the leading role of the
 Najdi population." Ignoring the unique
 identity and historical roles played by
 regions such as Hijaz, Asir and al-Ahsa,

 Saudi texts speak of the country's "uni-
 fication" rather than "conquest."

 The result is a skewed portrayal
 of pre-oil Arabia and the Gulf, with
 a loss of the diversity and ambiguity
 that characterized it. Thus the heritage
 of the sedentary Najdi population is
 emphasized to the exclusion of other
 elements. However, rather than a state
 based on Bedouin and "tribal values,"
 in reality Saudi Arabia was very much
 the exclusive project of those living in
 settled communities who were often in

 conflict with Bedouins, cautions Saudi
 scholar Abdulaziz Al-Fahad.

 Today, all the Gulf Cooperation
 Council (GCC) states are trying to
 create a historical memory and sense
 of loyalty to the ruling dynasties. This
 is promoted partly by state-sponsored
 histories, which omit or downplay the
 role of groups such as the Shi'a, who
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 Saudi Governor of Medina Faisal bin Salman bin Abdulaziz ( second right) and security
 officers look at blood stains on the ground after a suicide attack near the security headquar-
 ters outside one of Islam's holiest sites, the Prophet's Mosque in Medina on July 4 , 2016.
 (STR/AFP/GETTY IMAGESS)

 have responded by writing their own
 histories to correct the record. Re-

 gional identities nevertheless live on,
 especially in the Hijaz, the "cradle of
 Islam" which contains the cities of

 Mecca and Medina and the outward-

 looking seaport of Jiddah. According to
 anthropologist Mai Yamani, the Hijazis
 regard themselves as superior to the
 less-sophisticated Najdis, who run the
 country, while the Najdis regard Hijazis
 as being tainted by impure lineage and
 too liberal and westernized. The strict

 Wahhabi interpretation of Islam and the

 privileging of the conservative Najdi
 lifestyle and values has little appeal in
 the Hijaz or Shi'a parts of the country,
 and its attraction to the modern middle

 class is questionable.
 In the past, there were a variety of

 identities that took priority over state
 identity in Saudi Arabia, including tribe,

 religion , ethnic group , city and province .

 Now, according to Professor Al-Ra-
 sheed, "the old, mild nationalism that

 immediately followed the establish-
 ment of Gulf nation-states is developing

 into an assertive, hypernationalist trend
 centered on militarization- specifical-
 ly in the UAE [United Arab Emirates]
 and Saudi Arabia, where both countries

 project themselves as being at war with
 an Iranian proxy whose tentacles reach
 their own backyard in Yemen."

 The Islamic opposition
 in Saudi Arabia

 The resurgence of religion in personal
 and political life that has marked the
 Middle East since the 1970s also affect-

 ed the Arabian Peninsula. Ostensibly,
 Saudi Arabia was the most "Islamic" of

 states, being the birthplace of Islam and
 strictly ruled according to the Sharia, or
 Islamic law. However, in the Muslim
 world, political action has often been
 taken in the name of religion by govern-

 ments and opposition groups alike. The
 Muslim Brotherhood, a Sunni Islamist
 movement active for decades in Egypt,
 was welcomed in the Gulf in the 1950s

 and 1960s and played a big role in the
 educational system. In 1979, Saudi se-
 curity forces fought a bloody battle to
 oust Islamic militants who had taken

 over Islam's holiest site, the Grand

 Mosque in Mecca, in a protest over the
 rule of the AI Saud. After that time, the
 state lavished attention on the Wahhabi

 ulama and gave them greater control
 over public space and behavior, includ-
 ing television and radio programming,
 as well as the educational system.

 The Gulf War, in which a U.S. mili-

 tary coalition evicted Iraqi forces from
 Kuwait (1990-91) changed everything
 and led to the rise of a potent Islamist
 opposition. "The post-war resurgence
 of Islamism was a reaffirmation of

 identity, a protest movement against
 the monarchy and its Western allies,
 and for some, a means to achieve so-
 cial influence and, perhaps, a takeover
 of power," according to political scien-
 tist R. Hrair Dekmejian. A new genera-
 tion of clerics known as the "Sahwa"

 (Awakening), influenced by the Mus-
 lim Brotherhood, led resistance to state

 policies. They accused the ruling Al
 Saud of squandering resources, being
 puppets of the West, and not being suf-
 ficiently "Islamic" in their rule. A bitter

 split developed between the "official"
 religious establishment, supported by
 the state, and the outlawed opposition.
 Thus the fatwa, or ruling, allowing non-
 Muslim forces to enter Saudi Arabia in

 1990, issued by the senior religious

 scholar, Shaikh 'Abd al- 4 Aziz bin Baz,

 was criticized as a sellout on the part of
 some Wahhabi ulama.

 The Islamic opposition took an omi-
 nous turn when new groups inspired
 by militant ideologies of jihad in Af-
 ghanistan began to carry out violent at-
 tacks and to challenge the Sahwists for
 influence. Osama bin Laden, a Saudi of
 Yemeni origin, formed a transnational
 Islamist network, al-Qaeda, in 1988,
 which carried out a number of terrorist

 attacks, including the 9/11 attacks on
 the U.S. (Many were shocked that 15
 of the 19 airplane hijackers were identi-
 fied as Saudi.) Support for the Afghan
 mujahideen in the 1980s eventually led
 to blowback for the AI Saud, as radi-
 calized Arab fighters returned home
 and created an offshoot, al-Qaeda in
 the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP). AQAP
 carried out a number of violent attacks

 against the state between 2003 and
 2006. By 2008, the AQAP campaign
 had failed because of a government
 crackdown, lack of popular support and
 a split among jihadists, some of whom
 gave priority to struggle in war zones
 such as Iraq and Afghanistan.

 A new branch of AQAP has been ac-
 tive in Yemen since 2009. While AQAP
 remains a threat in Saudi Arabia, today
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