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Introduction
The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is a nation where tradition and modernity intertwine,
shaping a system of governance unlike any other in the world. At its core, the Saudi
government is rooted in the Islamic faith, drawing its principles and legitimacy from
the Holy Qur'an and the Sunnah—the traditions of the Prophet Muhammad. Steered by
the Al Saud royal family, particularly the reigning monarch, Saudi Arabia has evolved a
unique system of absolute monarchy balanced by consultation, religious influence,
and a modern administrative framework.

Understanding how the Saudi government operates requires an appreciation of its
historical foundations and religious underpinnings. The Kingdom emerged from a
series of alliances between the Al Saud family and influential religious leaders, most
notably the proponents of Wahhabism, which established a governance model deeply
intertwined with Islamic law and values. Over the years, this alliance has ensured both
continuity and legitimacy for the ruling dynasty, while providing the religious
establishment with a prominent role in shaping policy and society.

Governance in Saudi Arabia is characterized by a centralized structure in which the
King holds ultimate authority, combining the roles of head of state and head of
government. Surrounding the monarch are key institutions such as the Council of
Ministers, the Consultative Council (Majlis al-Shura), and the Council of Senior Ulema,
each playing significant roles in formulating, advising on, and executing state policy.
While these institutions contribute to the governance process, decision-making
ultimately rests with the King—a feature that distinguishes Saudi Arabia from many
other modern states.

This system extends to the local level, where the country is divided into 13 provinces,
each governed by royally appointed Emirs and their councils. While this structure
creates the appearance of decentralization, the reality is a strong and persistent
central control from Riyadh. Local and provincial governments manage administrative
affairs and development projects, but significant oversight by the central government
remains a defining feature of the system.

Another unique facet of the Saudi government is the significant influence of religious
authorities—the Ulema. Their opinions and rulings permeate the legal and social
framework, ensuring that the governance of the state remains compliant with Islamic
principles. At the same time, modernization and development efforts have gradually
reshaped certain aspects of society and government, introducing new institutions,
expanding the roles of women, and updating laws and administrative processes.
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This book serves as a comprehensive guide to the Saudi government system,
unpacking its structures, functions, traditions, and the dynamic interplay between its
core pillars. From the monarchy to the judiciary, from religious scholars to provincial
governors, and from consultative bodies to development policies, we embark on a
journey to understand how Saudi Arabia governs itself—at the national, provincial, and
local levels—and how its unique system adapts to the challenges of contemporary
change.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Foundations of the Saudi State:
History, Religion, and Governance
The story of the modern Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is not one that begins neatly in 1932
with a simple declaration. Instead, it is a narrative woven from centuries of history,
deeply intertwined with religious conviction and the enduring ambition of a ruling
family. To understand how the Saudi government works today, one must first
appreciate the foundational elements that shaped its very being: the historical
struggles for dominance in the Arabian Peninsula, the profound influence of a specific
interpretation of Islam, and the early, informal structures of governance that laid the
groundwork for the centralized state.

The origins of the Saudi state can be traced back to the mid-18th century in the
central Arabian region of Najd. At this time, the Arabian Peninsula was a patchwork of
competing emirates, tribal territories, and semi-independent towns, lacking a unified
political entity. This fragmented landscape was ripe for a unifying force, which
emerged through a pivotal alliance in the small town of Diriyah.

In 1744, a mutually beneficial pact was forged between Muhammad bin Saud, the local
ruler of Diriyah, and Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, a prominent religious scholar
advocating a return to what he saw as the pure, unadulterated principles of Islam. Ibn
Abd al-Wahhab sought political backing to spread his reformist message and enforce
his strict interpretation of Islamic law (Sharia), which aimed to purify religious practice
from what he considered innovations and idolatry. Muhammad bin Saud, in turn,
gained a potent ideological justification for his rule and military expansion, offering a
religious legitimacy that transcended traditional tribal loyalties.

This alliance, sometimes referred to as the Pact of Diriyah, was more than just a
political agreement; it was a foundational partnership that married religious authority
with political power. Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab provided the religious framework
and clerical support, while Muhammad bin Saud provided the leadership and military
force necessary to establish and expand a state based on these principles. This laid
the enduring precedent for the close relationship between the ruling Al Saud family
and the religious establishment, a defining characteristic of Saudi governance.

The First Saudi State, with its capital in Diriyah, quickly began to expand its influence
across Najd and beyond, driven by both the Al Saud's political ambitions and the
religious zeal of Ibn Abd al-Wahhab's followers, known as the Muwahhidun
(Unitarians). By the early 19th century, this burgeoning state controlled most of the
Arabian Peninsula, including the holy cities of Mecca and Medina. However, its growing
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power and the challenge it posed to the Ottoman Empire's nominal control over the
holy cities eventually led to its downfall. In 1818, forces dispatched by the Ottoman
Viceroy of Egypt, Muhammad Ali Pasha, successfully invaded Najd, captured Diriyah,
and brought the First Saudi State to an end.

Despite the destruction of Diriyah and the temporary end of Al Saud rule, the core
principles of their state – based on the alliance between the Al Saud family and the
Salafi (or Wahhabi, as it is often known externally) interpretation of Islam – persisted.
Less than a decade later, the Al Saud family, under the leadership of Turki bin
Abdullah bin Muhammad bin Saud, began the effort to re-establish their state. In 1824,
Turki recaptured Riyadh, making it the new capital, and founded the Second Saudi
State.

The Second Saudi State, centered in Najd, continued the legacy of the first, adhering
to Islamic law and seeking to maintain security and stability in the region. However,
this period was marked by internal conflicts over succession within the Al Saud family
and external pressures, particularly from the Al Rashid family of Ha'il, another
powerful Arabian dynasty. These internal and external challenges weakened the state,
and it eventually succumbed to the Al Rashid forces in 1891, forcing the Al Saud
family into exile, primarily in Kuwait.

The end of the Second Saudi State left the Arabian Peninsula once again fragmented,
with the Al Rashid family dominant in Najd. However, the Al Saud family's ambition to
reclaim their ancestral lands and re-establish their rule did not wane during their exile.
The stage was set for the remarkable efforts of Abdulaziz bin Abdul Rahman Al Saud,
the man who would ultimately unify the Kingdom.

In 1902, Abdulaziz, then a young man in his early twenties, embarked on a daring
expedition from Kuwait with a small band of loyal followers. His target was Riyadh, the
former Al Saud capital held by the Al Rashid. The successful recapture of Masmak Fort
in Riyadh in January 1902 was a pivotal moment, marking the beginning of the Third
Saudi State and the long campaign of unification that would follow.

Over the next three decades, Abdulaziz Al Saud, often known in the West as Ibn Saud,
strategically fought and negotiated to bring the diverse regions and tribes of the
Arabian Peninsula under his control. This was not just a military conquest; it was a
complex process that involved building alliances, often leveraging tribal ties, and
consistently emphasizing the religious basis of his authority. The religious fervor of
groups like the Ikhwan (Brotherhood), a Bedouin tribal militia bound by religious
ideology, played a significant role in expanding Saudi control, particularly into the
Hejaz, home to Mecca and Medina.

The unification culminated on September 23, 1932, when Abdulaziz officially
proclaimed the establishment of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, uniting the previously
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separate kingdoms of Najd and Hejaz and their dependencies into a single sovereign
state. This act marked the birth of the modern Saudi state and solidified Al Saud rule
over the vast majority of the Arabian Peninsula.

From its inception, the governance of this new kingdom was deeply rooted in the
principles that had guided the first two Saudi states: the primacy of Islamic Sharia as
the law of the land and the central role of the monarch, drawing legitimacy from both
lineage and adherence to religious doctrine. Abdulaziz established early administrative
structures, including councils and ministries, but his rule was characterized by a direct,
patriarchal style, often involving personal consultation (majlis) with citizens, tribal
leaders, and religious scholars. This blend of traditional leadership and nascent
modern administration laid the foundation for the governmental system that would
evolve over the subsequent decades. The discovery of vast oil reserves shortly after
unification would profoundly impact the state's development and its administrative
capacity, fueling rapid modernization while the core foundational principles remained
intact.
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