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Introduction
Saudi Arabia, with its awe-inspiring ancient landscapes and rapidly transforming cities,
offers a living experience unlike any other for expatriates. For generations, the
Kingdom remained an enigmatic destination, known mostly for its religious
significance and vast energy reserves. Yet in recent years, Saudi Arabia has opened its
doors wider than ever, inviting talent from all over the world to contribute to its
ambitious Vision 2030—a path towards economic diversification, social evolution, and
global integration.

Adapting to life in Saudi Arabia as an expat means embracing a fascinating blend of
old and new. The country’s cities display gleaming skyscrapers and ultra-modern
amenities, while timeless customs and deep-seated values still underpin daily life.
Navigating this duality can be challenging, but it also yields rewarding insights and
personal growth. Every expat’s experience is unique, shaped by their background, the
city they call home, and their willingness to understand local traditions.

Opportunities for professional advancement and financial gain are substantial, thanks
to tax-free salaries, generous benefits, and Saudi Arabia’s continued drive to attract
international expertise. Alongside career progression, expats often discover a secure,
family-oriented atmosphere, particularly within the country’s famed residential
compounds. In major urban hubs such as Riyadh, Jeddah, and Dammam, expat
communities flourish, supported by a network of international schools, healthcare
options, and cultural groups.

Of course, relocating to Saudi Arabia also means adapting to a distinctive set of social
norms, legal expectations, and environmental conditions. From nuanced etiquette and
strict dress codes to the rigors of desert climates, day-to-day life can feel like a
journey of constant learning. Understanding the pulse of Saudi society—respecting
religious observances, engaging in local festivals, and navigating a conservative legal
system—becomes a crucial part of thriving here.

This guide is designed to serve as a compass for expats at every stage: from those
considering a move to the Kingdom to veterans seeking to deepen their
understanding. With comprehensive chapters covering practical, cultural, and
professional facets of Saudi life, this book aims to ease the transition, highlight
opportunities, and offer practical advice for overcoming inevitable challenges.
Whether you are embarking on a solo assignment, relocating with your family, or
simply curious about life in the heart of the Middle East, may this book inform,
support, and inspire your journey.
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Welcome to Saudi Arabia: a land where traditions endure, progress is palpable, and
the expat journey promises to be as rich and complex as the Kingdom itself.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Kingdom Unveiled: A Historical
and Geographical Overview
To truly understand contemporary Saudi Arabia and navigate its unique landscape as
an expat, it's essential to grasp the fundamental elements of its history and
geography. This is a land shaped by millennia of human endeavor, powerful natural
forces, and a profound spiritual heritage. Far from being a monolithic entity, the
Kingdom is a tapestry woven from diverse regions, each with its own character,
contributing to the rich and complex nation it is today.

At its core, Saudi Arabia occupies the vast majority of the Arabian Peninsula, making it
the largest sovereign state in Western Asia and the second-largest in the Arab world.
Its immense size is one of its most defining characteristics, covering approximately
2.15 million square kilometers (about 830,000 square miles). To put that into
perspective, it's roughly four times the size of France or about one-fifth the size of the
United States. This sheer scale means that the country encompasses a remarkable
range of landscapes, from scorching deserts to fertile oases, rugged mountains, and
extensive coastlines.

The geography of Saudi Arabia is dominated by the Arabian Desert, a formidable
expanse that has historically both isolated and sustained its inhabitants. This includes
the notorious Rub' al Khali, or Empty Quarter, one of the world's largest sand deserts,
stretching across the southern part of the country. Its towering dunes and extreme
aridity have long tested human resilience, yet pockets of life, nomadic traditions, and
vital trade routes have always persisted along its fringes. North of the Empty Quarter,
the An-Nafud desert presents another significant sandy area, while central Saudi
Arabia features the Nejd plateau, a region of elevated terrain and wadis (dry
riverbeds) that have historically supported agriculture and settlements.

Contrasting with the vast desert interior are the country's extensive coastlines. To the
west, the Kingdom borders the Red Sea, a vibrant marine ecosystem and a historical
artery of trade and pilgrimage. Cities like Jeddah have flourished on this coast, acting
as gateways for centuries. Along the east, Saudi Arabia faces the Arabian Gulf, a
region rich in oil and gas, and home to major industrial and port cities such as
Dammam and Al Khobar. These coastal areas offer a different climate and lifestyle
than the interior, often characterized by higher humidity but also by a connection to
international maritime activity.

Beyond the deserts and coasts, the landscape also features significant mountain
ranges. The Sarawat Mountains, running parallel to the Red Sea coast, are particularly
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prominent in the southwest. Here, regions like Asir offer a stark contrast to the rest of
the country, with cooler temperatures, more rainfall, and even lush greenery in some
areas. These highlands have supported unique agricultural practices and distinct
cultural traditions for generations, providing a glimpse into a less arid side of Saudi
Arabia.

Understanding this diverse geography is key to appreciating the regional variations
within the Kingdom. For expats, knowing whether their new home is in the desert
heartland, on the Red Sea, or along the Arabian Gulf will significantly impact their daily
experience, from climate and social atmosphere to available leisure activities.

The history of Saudi Arabia is deeply intertwined with its geography and, perhaps most
profoundly, with the rise of Islam. The Arabian Peninsula is the birthplace of Islam, and
this fact alone shapes much of the Kingdom's identity and global significance. The holy
cities of Makkah and Madinah, located in the western Hejaz region, are central to the
faith and attract millions of pilgrims annually, making them spiritual focal points for
Muslims worldwide.

Before the advent of Islam in the 7th century CE, the Arabian Peninsula was home to
various tribal societies, ancient kingdoms, and vital trade routes. Makkah itself was an
important trading hub. The message of Islam, brought by the Prophet Muhammad,
unified many of these disparate tribes and laid the foundation for a new civilization
that rapidly expanded far beyond the peninsula. The early Islamic caliphates that
followed, while centered elsewhere for periods, always looked to the Hejaz as their
spiritual heartland.

For centuries after the initial Islamic expansion, various local rulers, often under the
nominal suzerainty of larger empires like the Ottomans, controlled different parts of
the peninsula. It wasn't until the 18th century that the foundations of the modern
Saudi state began to take shape. This period saw the emergence of a reformist Islamic
movement led by Sheikh Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, who advocated a return to
what he saw as the pure principles of early Islam. His alliance with Muhammad bin
Saud, the ruler of a small principality in Diriyah in the central Nejd region, proved to be
a pivotal moment. This alliance, based on religious and political cooperation, formed
the First Saudi State, which expanded its influence across much of the peninsula.

However, the First Saudi State eventually succumbed to external pressures,
particularly from the Ottoman Empire and its Egyptian allies, in the early 19th century.
A Second Saudi State emerged shortly after, continuing the legacy but also facing
internal strife and external challenges. This second iteration also eventually collapsed
towards the end of the 19th century.

The modern Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, as we know it today, was forged in the early
20th century by King Abdulaziz ibn Saud, often referred to simply as Ibn Saud. From
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his base in Kuwait, where his family had taken refuge, Ibn Saud embarked on a
remarkable campaign of conquest and unification. In 1902, he recaptured Riyadh, the
ancestral capital, a momentous event that marked the beginning of his quest to unite
the various regions and tribes of the peninsula under a single rule. Over the next three
decades, through a combination of military prowess, shrewd diplomacy, and an appeal
to shared religious identity, he gradually brought the vast territories of Nejd, Al-Hasa,
Asir, and Hejaz under his control.

The official proclamation of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia occurred on September 23,
1932. This date is celebrated annually as Saudi National Day. The establishment of the
Kingdom marked a new era of stability and centralized governance for a land that had
long been characterized by tribal rivalries and external influences. Ibn Saud's
leadership was instrumental in laying the administrative, political, and social
groundwork for the new nation.

The discovery of oil in commercial quantities in 1938, particularly in the Eastern
Province, would irrevocably alter Saudi Arabia's destiny. While World War II delayed
the full-scale development of the oil industry, the post-war boom saw the Kingdom
rapidly transform from a relatively poor, agrarian, and nomadic society into one of the
wealthiest nations on Earth. Oil revenues fueled massive infrastructure projects, the
development of modern cities, and the establishment of comprehensive social services
for its citizens.

The wealth generated by oil allowed Saudi Arabia to assert itself on the international
stage, becoming a key player in global energy markets and an influential voice in the
Arab and Islamic worlds. The Kingdom joined the United Nations in 1945 and became a
founding member of the Arab League the same year. In 1960, it was a founding
member of OPEC (Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries), further
cementing its role in international energy politics.

Throughout the latter half of the 20th century and into the 21st, Saudi Arabia has
navigated the complexities of rapid modernization while striving to preserve its unique
cultural and religious identity. The reigns of subsequent monarchs, including King
Saud, King Faisal, King Khalid, King Fahd, King Abdullah, and now King Salman, have
each contributed to the nation's development, addressing challenges ranging from
economic diversification to social reforms and regional security.

In recent years, under the leadership of King Salman and Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman, Saudi Arabia has embarked on its ambitious Vision 2030 plan. This
transformative blueprint aims to diversify the economy away from its reliance on oil,
foster new industries, empower women, increase entertainment options, and
significantly enhance the quality of life for both citizens and residents. This vision
represents a new chapter in the Kingdom's history, signaling a proactive engagement
with the future while still honoring its deep roots.
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For expats, understanding this historical journey provides crucial context. It explains
the blend of deep-seated traditions with an accelerating pace of change, the
importance of religious values, and the strong sense of national pride. It also
illuminates why certain aspects of Saudi life, from its conservative social norms to its
robust economic aspirations, are the way they are. The Kingdom Unveiled, therefore,
is not just about physical landscapes but also about the layers of history that have
shaped a truly distinctive nation, one that continues to evolve at a remarkable pace.
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