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Introduction



The political integrity of the Arabian Peninsula has been of central importance to the West for more than half a century. The monarchies of the Persian Gulf play a critical role in the global energy security equation and have been active participants in the wider stability of the Middle East. At the head of these states is Saudi Arabia, a country whose importance is not only the result of its significant footprint in the global economy and status as a regional power player, but also because of its profound influence, both directly and indirectly, within the Islamic faith, demonstrated most recently in policies that have served to stimulate sectarian tension across much of the region since 2011. Despite the Arab Spring, falling oil prices and a wave of other emergent challenges that have led some observers to conclude that the Kingdom’s importance has diminished, its stability will remain integral to Western interests for the foreseeable future.


The concept for this book emerged out of several trips to the Kingdom between 2009 and 2012. During this time, I was struck by the contrasts of modernity and atavism that pervaded the state and its society. Although all countries experience this paradox, the Saudi case seemed especially profound. The widespread Internet access of Saudi society is exploited by regime-backed preachers to discuss ideals of a community 1400 years past and its direct relevance to society today. Satellite television broadcasts images of royals paying tribute to idiomatic religious and tribal custom in an effort to showcase their own personal faith and the fidelity of the state they champion. Many areas of the public sector, institutionally arrayed to streamline and modernise the country, are paradoxically encumbered with religious subdepartments devised to maintain the influence of traditionalism in their function and policies. The profits from oil sold to fuel global innovation, trade and development are used to spread a revivalist Islamic discourse—born of remote, eighteenth-century central Arabia and focused upon sectarian purification—to a global audience. Such obvious contradictions were extensive, and increasingly I questioned their origins and the reasons for their continued endurance to the present day.


In 2011, I was back in the country as the Arab Spring was unfolding across the region. With Saudis surrounding me in a small coffee shop in Jeddah discussing televised images of Egyptian tanks rolling towards Tahrir Square in Cairo, I was interested to listen to how they viewed their own social and political conditions when compared to countries like Tunisia and Syria. While some supported the protestors in Cairo and Tunis in their confrontations with their respective authoritarian governments, there was little sense that they felt similar dramatic actions were appropriate here at home. The state, although recognised as the cause of numerous domestic problems, was nevertheless seen as a source of stability, continuity and the general good.


Precisely what these beneficial elements constituted depended on to whom you spoke. For some, the monarchy was a guarantor of livelihood and success. The citizens of Iraq, Lebanon and Yemen had long languished under chaotic social, political and economic systems, where people could never be sure they would be able to care for their family. By contrast, the Saudi monarchy had ensured for generations that its people, while not universally prosperous, could depend on having food on the table and petrol in the tank with little worry. Some considered the state’s role within the wider regional security paradigm. Riyadh represented a shield against the predations of international competitors and imperialists, primarily Iran and Israel, who, given the chance, would seek to control or attack the Peninsula and destroy the Saudi way of life. Others saw the state as a different kind of ideological bulwark—a barrier to corruptive and divisive sectarian influences that threatened the purity of the Muslim community. For this latter set of individuals, the regime was a necessary instrument to maintain religious homogeneity and certainty in a manner consistent with what they saw as the authentic vision of Islam. While the concerns of the former two groups were understandable, it was this last demographic that I fixated on. Where the others were driven by issues of material and physical security, their support for the state seemed to be the product of a desire to have their core identity as conservative Sunni Muslims unchallenged by divergent groups claiming affiliation to their community.


As the regional political upheaval continued to play out over the next year, I watched Riyadh rally this third group through the discourse of its approved clergy, statements by senior officials and an array of other propaganda distributed through both new and old media. The skill and speed with which this response was implemented and the apparently willing audience it fell upon led me to wonder about the pre-existing conditions needed to ensure its efficacy and whether these were a matter of happenstance or design. Although I had long been vaguely aware of sectarian issues inside the Kingdom, I had little concept at this stage of how the state’s behaviour during the Arab Spring was just the latest invocation of a long-standing cyclical system that securitised religious pluralism in order to sustain the domestic legitimacy of the state.


Tom Tyler considers legitimacy to be ‘a psychological property of an authority, institution, or social arrangement that leads those connected to it to believe that it is appropriate, proper, and just’.1 This definition seems to suggest that the ultimate basis of a state’s authority rests on an intersubjective notion held within a sufficient number of its subjects that its rule is the correct nature of affairs and that alternative arrangements are less desirable. Bruce Gilley puts it another way: ‘A state is more legitimate the more that it is treated by its citizens as rightfully holding and exercising political power.’2 What ‘rightfully’ constitutes legitimacy is ultimately open to interpretation, particularly in scholarly realms, but such a debate often comes down to the normative judgements of the individual rather than the hard reality of whether a state can rely on its population’s docility and compliance. Scholarship on the origins of the domestic legitimacy of the Saudi state has tended to focus on two major areas: the use of oil rents to purchase the population’s complicity, and the religious prerogative afforded to the state by its close alliance with the revivalist ‘Wahhabi’ establishment. Save a few notable exceptions, in-depth consideration of the latter has largely been the purview of the historical or the theological researcher,3 while the former has been analysed across far more numerous theoretical perspectives and academic disciplines. As the eminent scholar of Saudi politics Madawi al-Rasheed has pointed out, the tendency in literature to focus on the rentier munificence of the modern state has been at the expense of highlighting other schemes aimed at producing regime legitimacy.4 Despite the pervasiveness and historical depth of the Saudi state’s use of religion and religious movements as a means of political power, there has been little attempt to employ existing political or social theory to dissect and demystify this dynamic. This has left much terrain to be explored that could potentially offer new insights and explanations for the contemporary stability of the Saudi state and the society it rules. Given the current volatility in the Middle East and the Kingdom’s comparative political and social tranquillity, such a reconsideration of the status quo is long overdue.


This book considers how the Saudi regime has employed revivalist Islam as a system of state legitimation. In this line of inquiry it asks a number of further subquestions, including:


• Under what social, political and religious conditions did a Saudi state emerge?


• Why did the regime adopt and maintain religious revivalism as a central tenet of its legitimacy?


• Why did the regime continue to employ this policy?


• What can existing social and political theory tell us about this phenomenon?


• Has the state merely sought to exploit pre-existing religious trends, or has it actively sought to shape these conditions?


• What negative side effects has this policy produced for the regime?


• What is the relevance of this policy today?


Through these various avenues, an understanding emerges that shows how religious revivalism has been employed within a self-reinforcing system of political legitimation by the Saudi state, how such an arrangement emerged during the initial state formation process of the eighteenth century, and how it continues to be integral to the regime’s success today.


Formative norms and state behaviour


In his seminal article ‘The Jacksonian Tradition’, Walter Russell Mead shows how the experiences of state formation and subsequent early development, such as the War of Independence and the concept of manifest destiny, continue to have profound influence upon the disposition and thinking of governmental elites and institutions of the United States today.5 Similarly, the historian Donald Quataert provides a historical explanation for the paranoia of the modern Russian state, writing:


If there is such a thing as the paranoid style in twentieth-century Soviet Russian politics, we have the Ottomans to thank, in large measure … For centuries, the Ottomans were the single most important foreign enemies of the Russian state; czars and sultans fought against each other in a seemingly endless series of wars between the seventeenth and twentieth centuries, until both disappeared. These wars had a powerful impact on the evolution and shaping of the emerging Russian power: the Muscovite state’s deep fears of powerful enemies on its southern (and western) flanks permanently marked its polity with a need to seek safety in expansion and domination.6


Although time and circumstance inevitably reshape the emphases, framing and memories of such formative experiences, the conditions of a state’s birth and early development exert continual influence upon the growth, nature and behaviour of its political and societal establishments, even centuries after conception. This is not to say that such factors represent a mono-causal explanation for all subsequent actions of a particular state. Nevertheless, like the early development stage of a child, this period leaves a lasting legacy that cannot be discounted in any subsequent analysis of the subject. An understanding of such progenitor patterns can greatly assist observers in comprehending the contemporary domestic and international behaviour of states; the thinking behind policies; and the rationale through which they interpret, frame and respond to certain issues. The case of Saudi Arabia provides fertile ground for a clear demonstration of the relevance of such patterns and is emphasised by Tim Niblock, who argues: ‘The conception of the Saudi state being shaped by the intertwining of temporal power and religious activism has remained constant … through all three historical articulations of the … state.’7 Thus, an understanding of such formative norms remains relevant today to the Saudi case: for policy makers, analysts, investors or simply those interested in looking behind the velvet curtain of Saudi governance to understand the logics and forces driving state policy.


Structure


This book is divided into eight chapters sequentially grouped into three interdependent themes. The first theme (Chapters 1–2) considers the historical conditions surrounding the emergence of the Saudi state and highlights gaps in the understanding of its formation. The second theme (Chapters 3–4) builds a model that addresses some of these holes by seeking to understand the deeper logic behind the Saudi regime’s co-option of the ‘Wahhabi’ movement. The third theme (Chapters 5–7) then applies the model to various periods of subsequent Saudi history throughout the nineteenth, twentieth and twenty-first centuries, highlighting the persistence and contemporary relevance of logics of governance that emerged during the early period of Saudi statehood.


Before attempting to offer new insights into the formation and behaviour of the Saudi regime, it is necessary to outline why such new comments are warranted. Chapter 1 investigates the pre-Saudi environment of eighteenth-century central Arabia, focusing on the social, geographical, ecological and political dynamics and patterns of the region and their impact upon its societies. It discusses the applicability of existing theories of state formation to the region and highlights the need for alternative explanations to account for the rise of Saudi statehood.


Critical to analysing religious nationalism as a force for Saudi state legitimation is an understanding of the religious conditions surrounding the emergence of the state and how these presented fertile ground for exploitation by those who were to become elites in the new statist order. Chapter 2 discusses the sectarian pluralism and the split between liberal and conservative interpretations of Islam in pre-state central Arabia and how this served to stimulate the formation of a growing sense of social cohesion in the group during the eighteenth century. It also provides an outline of the utopian Islamic vision of the revivalist movement headed by the preacher Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab and discusses how this movement differed radically from pre-existing religious groups in the region. This chapter provides the reader with a general overview of the socio-religious conditions to which the Saudi state would respond in the formulation of its legitimation.


The book then shifts to the second theme, engaging in a deeper analysis of the individual attributes and implications of Najdi religious nationalism. Chapter 3 considers the revivalist movement through political psychologist Catarina Kinnvall’s theory of ontological security and religious nationalism. This chapter showcases how such movements manifest and provide insulation against the existential anxiety produced by perceptions of social dislocation resulting from change, innovation and plurality; and considers this in relation to the Saudi revivalist movement of the eighteenth century, demonstrating how and why this new form of mass religiosity emerged and why it was intrinsic to stimulating a process of state formation in Najd.


To understand the relevance of the sociological properties of revivalism to processes of state formation and development in the Saudi case, one must establish a framework in which the former can be shown to empower and stimulate the latter. Chapter 4 introduces the theory of state protection racketeering and employs elements of this to construct a new understanding of how the Saudi state came into being and was able to expand outwards. It begins by focusing on the original European context of the racketeering theory, which argues that the emergence of the modern state was linked in large part to its behaviour as an expanded criminal protection racket. A key element of the chapter’s discussion challenges the concept that the perception of physical threat is a necessary precursor of this process. Instead, it demonstrates, through ontological security theory, that fear of physical risk is but one of many types of threat that may stimulate this process. It concludes by employing the two theories to propose a model by which Saudi political and religious elites employ Islamic revivalism as a racket of identity security, which, at optimal performance, grants the state a profoundly powerful source of legitimacy that has enabled it to manage numerous crises throughout its history.


With the concepts of ontological security and racketeering synthesised into a model based on conditions of the period of early Saudi statehood, the next step is to determine whether such a construct continues to function and hold relevance in subsequent periods of Saudi history. Chapter 5 begins this by discussing racketeering by the second Saudi state during the nineteenth century. It highlights the intrinsic flexibility of the technique in its ability to adapt to the socio-political conditions surrounding it. Such plasticity enabled the state to delegitimise new external challenges to its hold on power by constructing them as a source of identity threat to revivalists in a way that echoed the techniques of the first Saudi state. The chapter demonstrates the manner in which racketeering shifted its emphasis of ontological threat from internal groups to that posed by external imperial actors in a manner that helped to fulfil many of the political requirements of the regime during this period. It also considers how the commitments engendered by racketeering during this time conflicted with the state’s own physical security requirements and produced contrary patterns of delegitimation among religious elites, using the case of the Saudi civil war of the 1860s and 1870s to illustrate this point.


But while this book argues that racketeering has proven an incredibly valuable and important component of Saudi governance overall, it has not always produced positive results for the regime and has occasionally led to counterproductive outcomes. Chapter 6 discusses the most profound manifestation of this effect, looking at how the imperfect attempt to proliferate the racketeering regime among sedentarised Najdi Bedouin during the early twentieth century helped to produce a major political confrontation known as the Ikhwān (fraternity) Revolt. This chapter investigates the limitations of the state in implementing its identity racket vision and shows how the flaws and complexities in emplacing this system over the culturally independent Bedouin led to counterproductive outcomes for the regime.


The central claim of this book is that the racketeering system that emerged in the eighteenth century continues to have relevance to the modern Saudi state, and that it exists in tandem with numerous other strategies of state legitimation. Chapter 7 considers racketeering in the twentieth century, seeking to understand how the regime has employed this strategy alongside another key approach of government legitimation: rentierism and the use of oil to win the population’s loyalty. The chapter looks at the complementary and contradictory coexistence of these two dominant trends in Saudi governance and discusses both their benefits and their unintended consequences against the backdrop of the Cold War.


Bringing the book up to a relatively current point, the book concludes with a consideration of the ongoing relevance of racketeering by demonstrating its use during and following the Arab Spring. It showcases the manner in which the regime behaviour highlighted in the racketeering model has continued, with the state employing a securitisation of religious identity in tandem with fiscal co-option and force to manage potential domestic crises over the past five years. This chapter emphasises the continued use of identity racketeering by the state today and the manner in which the legacy of the early formation period of the Saudi state continues to heavily influence contemporary regime policy and governance culture.


A note on terminology


Throughout this book the term ‘revivalism’ and its derivatives are used to describe the conservative brand of Najdi-derived Sunni Islam sponsored, supported and propagated by the Saudi regime, rather than the commonly used ‘Wahhabism’. The decision behind this is twofold. First, ‘Wahhabism,’ like ‘Christianity,’ conveys a sense of deification or elevation of the individual it refers to—in this case the Najdi preacher Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab. Although Wahhab is a respected figure in the revivalist movement, he is not seen as a revolutionary prophet in a manner similar to Christ or Muhammad, but someone who sought to re-establish the pre-existing doctrine of Islam. Indeed, such a term contradicts the very essence of a revivalist movement that adamantly opposes worship and glorification of figures other than God. Secondly, the term ‘Wahhabi’ has long been employed as a pejorative by critics of the movement and Salafi Islam more generally, both locally and internationally. I have yet to meet an individual who adheres to the movement’s tenets and identifies as a ‘Wahhabi’ or a ‘Wahhabist’. As a result, in this book the term ‘revivalism’ serves to adequately encapsulate the unique characteristics of the movement and differentiate it from the large number of Saudi Sunnis who do not identify with its doctrine today,8 while at the same time not alluding to normative judgements as to the moral, ethical, political or theological validity of the doctrine.


The limitations of theoretical models


Although the model proposed in this book aims to explain a critical driver behind the ongoing use of revivalism in Saudi governance, it would be an overstatement to claim that it accounts for all the complexity surrounding this phenomenon. In describing what an ideal theory of democratisation should do, Jan Teorell identifies several features that provide a general framework with which to guide similar efforts in other avenues of social and political science.9 With Teorell’s features in mind, a functioning model of the scope proposed within this book should at once be general enough to explain the long-term drivers, endurance and effects of the racketeering dynamic it identifies, while at the same time retaining applicability to individual case studies and events in Saudi history. In short, the model should be expected to provide insight into both the wider trends of Saudi religious governance, as well as explain their significance and contribution to individual scenarios. A generalist model of this nature is not expected to explain every elite decision and pattern of state behaviour encountered, even in situations where they would be predicted to. As Mearsheimer argues, even the best social science models typically function as predicted in only about three out of four situations.10 Kaplan reiterates this notion, summarising the problem thus: ‘[Social]-science theories are gross simplifications of reality; even the most brilliant theories can be right, say, only 75 percent of the time. Critics unfailingly seize on any theory’s shortcomings, damaging reputations. So the truly ambitious tend to avoid constructing one.’11 (My brackets)


Given the inherent complexity of the subject matter, expecting a general model of social or political science to function with the same fidelity as a Pareto optimal theory built in the hard sciences—itself often a utopian dream—is unrealistic. Nevertheless, when encountering such outliers, the model must be flexible enough for it to accommodate confounding variables that override its effects without annulling it in its entirety. Given the aforementioned degree of subject intricacy, the model should not overstate its application and should allow for the existence and interplay of other social, economic, political and psychological models to fully account for state and individual elite behaviour. In the Saudi case, one is immediately aware of the powerful influence of both rentierism and the use of hard power to ensure regime legitimacy and survival. The model should remain internally consistent, while at the same time being able to accommodate and account for external confounding variables that might obfuscate the observability of such continuity. Finally, and most importantly, the components constituting the model, as well as its impact, must be empirically observable and verifiable, both in terms of outcomes and in the wider correlative relationship that it aims to describe.


Conclusion


The aim of this book is to provide a new understanding of how and why the Saudi state employs religious revivalism to maintain its power. Such an understanding is not designed to fundamentally challenge the existing literature, but to shed new light on dim and largely unexplored corners and to augment and demystify certain elements of the current understanding of the Saudi state. Although not constituting a singular explanatory variable behind Saudi state formation, development and success, the model proposed in this book stands as a new piece in the wider puzzle of Saudi Arabia today, contributing to a slightly more comprehensive image of the Kingdom. Its findings and implications are far-ranging, holding particular bearing for those interested in issues relating to future security policy, social and educational reforms, and political confrontation inside the Saudi state. In a time when the authoritarian power structures of the Middle East, so often taken for granted, appear now to be much reduced in their capacity to maintain stability and order, understanding one of the region’s apparent enduring success stories is more important than ever.
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CHAPTER 1


Going Nowhere, Meaning Nothing


The Apparent Absence of Latent Forces for Statehood in a Pre-Saudi Najd


The following two chapters outline the major social, political and religious conditions in central Arabia in the lead-up to the emergence of the Saudi state in the mid-eighteenth century. They provide a historical context for the theoretical framework developed in chapters 3 and 4 that sheds new insights to the Saudi state’s relationship with religious revivalism.


The challenge of Saudi state formation


The foundations of the modern Saudi state lie in the Arabian Peninsula of the mid-eighteenth century, and stand as distinct from both the European experience of state formation as well as its contemporaries in the modern Middle East. Indeed, the Saudi state might be said to have one of the most unusual formation processes of any state today. The basis of contemporary Saudi Arabia materialised out of conquests begun by peoples of the Najd territory of central Arabia somewhere between 1744 and 1746.1 This process represented the first step towards a centralised, coherent authority in the region since the fall of the al-Akhaydir dynasty in the eleventh century and would leave a profound imprint on the strategic and governing culture of all subsequent Saudi regimes. Although this process represented the first steps towards a modern Saudi state, the precise drivers underlying it defied the expected norms of existing regional theories of Middle Eastern authoritarian state formation, which are generally based around rentierism, post colonialism and tribal-solidarity concept of Asabiyyah (also Asabiyya).


Such scholars as Giacomo Luciani, Hazem Beblawi and Rolf Schwarz argue that a crucial factor in the formation and development of many states in the Middle East has been the exploitation of abundant and exportable natural resources within their borders.2 Such conditions have enabled regimes to surmount the imperative of negotiating the extraction of resources from ruled populations, as the European powers were forced to do to drive state development. The absence of such necessity has subsequently shaped strong security and welfare apparatuses in many of these same states as a buffer for elites against the ruled populations,3 alleviating the need to establish representative political structures, as the lack of taxation ensured no need for representation. However, while this region-specific theory goes a considerable way towards explaining the success of late-phase Saudi state development, it situates the formation of that state exclusively within the twentieth century. Such an arbitrary delineation discounts the relevance of crucial governance and institutional structures, as well as patterns of rule established before this period, which remain central to Saudi rule and continue to shape its behaviour today.


If a full account of Saudi state formation cannot be found in modern theories for the region, perhaps one built on the experience of earlier periods might prove illuminating. Given the remote origins and Spartan lives of the Najdi revivalists, the concept of Asabiyyah proposed by the fourteenth-century Arab historian ibn Khaldun instinctively appears applicable to the Saudi case.4 A central assumption of the Asabiyyah thesis is that nomadic and non-urbanised societies tend to possess greater social cohesion and collective purpose than their settled, urbanised counterparts, making them tougher and more resilient as a result. Khaldun argued that this helped to stimulate military prowess and unified motivation to achieve political goals among the desert nomads. By contrast, the hedonistic city-dwellers were subverted by individualism, political intrigue and decadence. This is suggested to explain the recurrent examples of pastoralist groups such as the Mongols and the Turkic peoples conquering apparently superior urban societies, such as the Chinese and Byzantine states. Naturally, such grand conquests tended to initiate a process of power centralisation and the growth of administrative capacity. But although Asabiyyah may explain the success of the Najdi people in their battles against their urbanised foes in cities such as Mecca, it completely fails to explain what stimulated the formation process and development in the first place. The decentralised political conditions of Najd were not a new phenomenon, having existed for thousands of years before the rise of Saudi statism. As a result, simply attributing the Saudi state formation process to Asabiyyah may go some way in explaining the ‘how’, but neglects the ‘why’. Further, the theory fails to explain the continuing success of the Saudi state once it began to sedentarise. Following Khaldun’s logic, one would expect the state to fall into decadence and decay once elites found themselves in a comfortable urban setting. The current reality, however, clearly does not reflect such an outcome.


It is easy to problematise the applicability of Middle Eastern– specific theories of state formation to the Saudi case when adopting a long-term view of the state and the radical extroversion of the Najdis during the eighteenth century. Before proposing an alternative explanation, however, it is important to consider whether more universal theories may account for such a centralisation of power. At their broadest, such theories tend to focus on one of four causal factors to explain the emergence of state: shifts in economies and the means of production; alterations in global economic interactions; changes in elite political power and associated crises; and international conflict and power disparities between regional actors.5 This chapter will focus on considering the pre-state Najd of the eighteenth century to determine whether any of these four variables credibly explains the rise of Saudi statehood in central Arabia. It examines the economic, social, political and international dynamics at this time. It seeks to determine whether any of these factors departs from past tendencies in a manner that could credibly stimulate a state formation process, ultimately finding no significant transformations in any of their properties before 1744.



Geographical and climatic conditions of Najd



Positioned between the sand-sea deserts of the al-Nafud to the north, the al-Dahna to the east, and the Rub al-Khali to the south, Najd is a landlocked territory in central Arabia situated atop a plateau that slopes eastwards from the Hejazi Mountains in the west. Geologically, Najd is primarily composed of sedimentary and igneous formations, the result of a continuous cycle of volcanic activity largely between the Precambrian and the Miocene periods. With an average elevation of 1219 metres, the landscape is characterised by arid, rocky flatness, punctuated by clusters of low mountains and mesas, small, sandy deserts and a vascular system of wadis. Fluvial activity remains seasonal, with no permanent river systems. Water is found in shallow aquifers at various intervals across the region. The presence of these persistent sources of hydration in the surrounding desert clime led to the establishment of numerous sedentary agrarian oasis communities, such as Burayda, al-Kharj and al-Diriyah. Access to water for drinking, crop irrigation and pastoral activities was a constant source of intercommunal conflict before the Saudi state and remains the fundamental imperative of Najdi life. Arable soils are found most abundantly around Wadi al-Rummah, Wadi Hanifa and Wadi al-Dawasir. Temperatures oscillate from intense dry heats breaching 50 degrees Celsius in the summer, to stark winter colds approaching 0. Rainfall is limited and irregular, with several-year droughts not uncommon.6 When it does fall, rain can produce catastrophic flash floods of mud down wadi channels, destroying settlements in their path.7 The combination of climatic extremes, resource scarcity and lack of littoral or river access all once contributed to the profound isolation of the Najd. This was further amplified by its encirclement by even more inhospitable environments along three of its four borders. Although there was limited urbanisation in the eighteenth century in sedentary oasis communities like Riyadh and al-Diriyah, environmental factors and climatic extremes constrained settlement size and capacity. Such natural restrictions were a serious impediment for the development of anything but the most rudimentary implements of governance and the growth of identity beyond the local level. For most Najdis, mere survival within a hostile and unforgiving environment was the central focus of existence during this period. This, combined with the economic and territorial isolation of individual communities and tribes, helped to sustain a long-standing system of political decentralisation throughout the region.


Economy and trade


Because of harsh climatic conditions and persistent political anarchy, the pre-Saudi Najd economy was always limited relative to regional contemporaries in Mesopotamia and Hejaz. Trade was conducted largely within the local sphere, with a much smaller amount of truly ‘international’ economic interactions. Parochially, trade took place both within and between townships and the Bedouin populations, and appears to have been based primarily on the piastre currency of the Ottoman Empire. Given Najd’s remoteness from Constantinople and Cairo, however, de facto value of goods was often measured through camel, on account of the beast’s utilitarian function in desert life.8 A degree of symbiosis existed between the settled and Bedouin peoples of the region. Agrarian villages provided nomads with farmed goods, such as wheat, dates and maize. In return, the townships acquired pastoral goods, including butter, cheese and various types of livestock. Settlements had some limited industry and were able to produce rudimentary textiles, firearms, jewellery, pottery and metalwork. The indigenous skilled labour sector remained small, however, in part because of the low social station of craftsmen, who were viewed as barely above slaves. Najd’s production capacity in crafted goods was always meagre in terms of both output and sophistication compared to trade epicentres in Egypt, Syria and Iraq. Regional isolation and tiny, disjointed communities acted as natural impediments to the development of guilds that could facilitate greater levels of output and technical skill. The limits of economic output were illustrated by the complete lack of warehouses in the region; with such few goods in circulation storage demands were easily accommodated in the merchants’ and craftsmen’s own homes.


Farming was conducted by a peasant class in the oasis communities. Numerous crops were cultivated, but by far the most prized was the date palm, which provided a nutritious foodstuff that could be consumed raw with no preparation. This suited desert existence, where even the boiling of cooking water could prove perilous to survival. The isolation of the individual townships of Najd and the scant natural resources of the desert environment prevented the development of large irrigation projects and facilities. The dispersion and limited load-bearing capacity of arable land in central Arabia breaks down the applicability of Wittfogel’s ‘hydraulic hypothesis’ of state formation, whereby it is argued farmers will often collectivise in the pursuit of large-scale irrigation works. Any corresponding bureaucracy that develops in the administration of such shared infrastructure can subsequently form the nucleus of a state, as individual parties reap the benefits afforded by collective organisation and gain increasing competitive advantage over their neighbours.9 Simply put, however, such large-scale and interlinked projects were not viable in pre-Saudi, environmentally poor Najd.


Although trading in Najd was primarily local, there were economic connections to the outside world. Commercial relations were strongest with close neighbours like Mesopotamia and the littoral communities of al-Hasa, but also existed with Syria, Yemen, Oman and Hejaz. The chief export of the Najd were camels and Arabian horses. In return, textiles, sugars, coffee, frankincense, arms and rice were imported.10 Raw materials for local industry and artisans were also brought in, including sulphur, copper, lead and other workable metals.11 Goods moving in and out of the region were perpetually hampered by the raiding culture of the region’s nomads and the absence of centralised policing. Trade convoys would inevitably cross multiple Bedouin territories, requiring the payment of tribute and the employment of indigenous guards and guides. Even if such accrued costs could be met, this did not necessarily guarantee the safe passage of merchant processions, which were still often attacked and plundered by rival tribes. Pilgrims out of Iraq, Iran and Oman also had an impact on the Najd economy. Travellers to Mecca and Medina would typically enter Najdi oasis townships to purchase supplies for their caravans and sell exotic wares. Movement through the interior necessitated economic engagement with the Bedouin tribes. Similar to merchant caravans, pilgrims in these areas would be required to pay tribute to the local nomadic authority and could hire escorts to assist them through the physically harsh environment.
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