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POLITICAL ASPECTS OF STATE BUILDING IN RENTIER POLITICS: POLITICAL REFORMS IN SAUDI ARABIA?
Introduction


In the post-September 11 era, the geopolitical landscape of Middle Eastern states has drastically changed, both foreign and domestically.  As tensions between the coalition of Western allies and Arab states has grown increasingly, mass hysteria has erupted throughout the Arab world, creating an ideological backlash against the West.  And while the American-Iraqi standoff has come to the forefront of current politics, issues of the Middle East stem because of one primary resource: oil.


In the 20th century, there has been no greater force driving the economic status of the Middle East than the export of petroleum.  The rise of the seven major multi-national oil companies led to the formation of the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC).  The aim for OPEC was to allow for the export of petroleum to be regulated by countries whose primary export included oil.  The export of oil in countries such as Saudi Arabia and Kuwait has had significant economic impact in these developing countries.  At market price, Saudi Arabia exports $49.8 billion in petroleum products.  This amounts to approximately 35.7% of Saudi Arabia’s entire GDP at market prices (http://www.opec.org).  Kuwait exports almost $11 billion in petroleum products.  This amounts to approximately 37% of Kuwait’s entire GDP at market prices.  Both Saudi Arabia and Kuwait are leading oil exporters in the Middle East region and yet, due to their income and population variances, their respective governments are patterned very differently.  “The most obvious Arab interest in exporting oil is not to accumulate financial resources, as important as these are; it is to transform them into productive capital and developmental capability, social services, essential consumers’ goods and an effective defence capability” (Sayigh 61-62).


The benefit of a state that has oil as one of its primary exports is that oil rent becomes something that shapes the economic framework of the country.  Given that oil is a natural resource, the production aspect of it is nominal, and the state can generate oil revenue that exceeds its expenditures.  This is not to say that the nation’s only source of income is the oil rent, but external rents play an important role as well.  Rentier states rely on the government to control the rent.  The final outcome of government dependency is that there is central control of rent by fewer people.  “In fact, the ‘economic power’ thus bestowed upon the few would allow them to seize ‘political power’ as well, or else induce the political elite to take over the external rent from them without major political disruption.  A predominantly rentier state will accordingly play a central role in distributing this wealth to the population” (Beblawi and Luciani 52).

However, some rentier states such as Kuwait have taken steps towards political liberalization.  The introduction of a parliamentary system has better controlled the state’s wealth and allowed for the distribution of social benefits to be better allocated.  On the other hand, Saudi Arabia has retained its monarchy under the leadership of King Saud’s descendants, thus distributing state benefits more unevenly.

In light of September 11, ideological backlash has spurned discontent with the Saudi Arabian government’s relations with the Western powers.  Facing massive street protests and an insurgence of Islamic radicalism, the economic status of the Saudi Arabian government has not been enough to fend off politicization among the masses.  As valuable a resource as the oil is, the Saudi people are improperly and undemocratically represented, regardless of the fact that there is no taxation.  Provisions of social benefits alone are no longer enough to quell citizen unrest.  In this regards, it would be of great benefit to Saudis for the formation of a representative government that works in conjunction with the monarchy to politicize the economic process.

Saudi Oil and the Royal Monarchy


The monarchy in Saudi Arabia dates all the way back to the 1950s however, the Saudi regime is composed of more than the Saud family.  Included in the government are the ulama and the mutawwa’in.  The clergy maintains a symbiotic relationship with the state in affecting Islam in the ruling dynasty.  Among the government employees, there are over 7 000 imams and 50 000 religious personnel.  In addition, there are also religious police who are employed by the state to enforce the Sunni religion.  The usage of the religious establishment not only brings support to the state, but structure as well.  This leads to a closer reading of religion in the political regime, establishing morality as a religious order.


In addition, there is a loyalty in tribalism among Saudis.  Strategic marriages are used as a means of placing family members in important governmental positions.  “To be eligible to marry into the royal family, tribal custom required that a family possess proof of its pure tribal descent, lead a nomadic or atleast a predominantly nomadic lifestyle, and have its own military capability” (Yizraeli 29).  The royal family itself is a form of institutionalized dynasticism, numbering well into the thousands of family members.  Many of these family members are employed in ministerial or economic positions as part of the loyal elite.  “Such appointments enabled Ibn Sa’ud to create a proper balance between the various loyal collateral branches of his own extended family, to amply reward their loyalty, yet also to keep them at a distance from the real center of decision making in Riyadh” (Yizraeli 30-31).


The Saudi monarchy primarily descended from the Sudari Seven- the offspring of King Saud’s seven wifes.  These wives were descendants of Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, who founded the Wahhabi religious doctrine that the Saudi monarchy has followed.  Along the lines of succession, King Saud had decided that the monarchy was to be ruled not by order of succession, but by the prince who was the most “able” to carry out the task.  During the 1960s, this lead to the eruption of the “Free Princes” revolt.  Crown Prince Faisal promised reforms that would solidify the base of the Saudi monarchy.  Gaining immense popularity, it was recognized that Faisal would become the next king.

Over the course of the past forty years however, the political reforms that Faisal promised were lost with the oil crises of the 1970s.  As Saudi Arabia’s oil revenues grew along with the country’s role as an OPEC member, it was more important that the Saudi monopoly on political power was consolidated.  The increasing number of ministerial appointees within the Saud family grew and the state was able to start using its oil rents as a means of providing social benefits such as free education and health care, without being taxed.  “Governments are providing their populations with a wide range of genuine public goods and services: defence, national security, education, health, social security, employment, an impressive network of infrastructure, etc” (Bablawi and Luciana 54).

In 1992, Basic Law was introduced, which established a 60 person consultative body called the shura.  While designed to be a means to keep the monarchy in order, the shura had become only an advisory board without real political influence.  Even within the shura however, interest groups are shown little to no representation.  The shura nominally selects members of the ulama to have a political voice (Gresh, et al. 4).  Further political reforms have failed to catch on within the monarchy and as a result, the Saud family has been able to effectively maintain its political monopoly.

Kuwait and the Giant Collapse


In stark comparison to Saudi Arabia, one of the best examples of post-crisis rentier politicization was that of Kuwait in the 1990s.  The Kuwaiti political system prior to the 1992 reforms mirrored that of Saudi Arabia.  Following Kuwait’s 1961 independence from British colonialism, the ruling Al Sabah family merged to create a constitutional parliamentary monarchy with strong executive powers.  This parliament was suspended twice before being reactivated after the Persian Gulf War.

In 1982, the Kuwaiti economic system came to a collapse when the impression that a boom in the economy drove massive middle-class consumer spending without the liquidity to match it.  In response to the situation, hundreds of people were issuing post-dated cheques on a “pay it forward” basis: so long as the cheques would be honoured, they would serve as a valid form of payment for goods or services.  Kuwait had long been a state of opportunity for the middle class and a sphere of financial liberalism that allowed for the creation of a wider elite.  “In Kuwait the dominant social force has considerable representations in the formal political institutions (the legislative and executive branches of the state).  Many members of the dominant social force occupy (or have occupied) posts in the political structures of the state- mainly in the National Assembly and in the Cabinet,” explains Abdulkarim Al-Dekhayel (50).  The large upper class was thus able to maintain society in the condition that would maximize income.  Oil would then become a means for the ruling class to gain allies throughout the government through its distributive rent policies.  “Political continuity has been maintained through a process of centralization and solidarity at the apex of the political system” (Crystal 433-435).


The problem with this state of economics was that investors with early market trading tips learned that there were uncertainties in the state of the financial markets.  In addition, the recent construction of the Soukh el-Manakh casino meant that people cared even less about government and instead poured millions of dollars into casino revenues.  This led to even greater instability in the Kuwaiti market.  In July 1982, some investors panicked and tried to cash in post-dated cheques.  When they couldn’t do so, the economy crashed.  The Kuwaiti government had an integral role in feeding the economic speculation that led to the crisis. (Beblawi and Luciani 58)


Upon the reactivation of parliament following the Gulf War, Kuwait has opened itself to liberalization within the political realm, still allowing the ruling class to distribute oil rents, but allowing the democratic voice to supplement it.  “…[D]iversification has gone no further than a successful move downstream to refine and export a larger share of its own oil leaving the government little alternative but to invest more and more of its revenues abroad in other people’s industry rather than its own” (Celine 12).

Problems Under the Current Regimes


The problem with the monarchical government of the political system that Saudi Arabia currently has is that it offers no way of making sure that the economic system is or is not corrupted.  This isn’t to say that the political system could not be corrupted as well, as corrupt governments do exist, even in democratic states.  "A rentier is thus more of a social function than an economic category, and is perceived as a member of a special group who, though he does not participate actively in the economic production, receives nevertheless a share in the produce and at times a handsome share." (Beblawi and Luciani 50)  One of the arguments is made that the reason for a rentier economy (as opposed to the allocation state economy) is that there is no taxation and thus there is no necessity for representation.


This is not always the case, however.  In the European Union, the political system of representative government was necessary to make the European Economic Community more stable.  Representative government was able to tie both the political and economic aspects of integration together.  This political economy should be stated for Saudi Arabia.  Due to the economic bonuses that Saudi Arabia derives from oil, Saudi Arabia is not a production state but rather, a rentier state instead.  The need for further politicization goes beyond the underlying economic issues at stake, but the ideological ones as well.  As an example, we could look at political backlash in the recent few years.


James A. Bill describes several different ways in which political power is achieved in the Middle East.



“Among the more common, if less discussed, dimensions



of power that have characterized Middle Eastern socio-political



patterns are the following: (1) exchange transactions where



one convinces others to accede to his wishes by rewarding them



 for so doing; (2) decisional situations where one controls the



decision-making environment and thus the decisions made

therein; (3) debt-inflicting relationships where one does favors

for others with the expectation that they will someday be returned;

(4) overt deference behavior that gains trust and thus builds 

vulnerability into the temporarily more influential; (5) informational

exchanges that involve the giving and withholding of information

of various degrees of accuracy and importance and; (6) bargaining

relationships which rest upon the bluff, the rumor, and the mis-

representation” (Bill 424-425).


In the post- September 11 times, there has been a lot of anti-Western and anti-American dissent.  The need for representation to people in countries like Saudi Arabia that are otherwise silenced by the monarchy is extremely important.  This is not to say that Saudi Arabia has had a strict censorship of the press however, the fact that the ruling family itself is spread throughout higher-level positions offers no opportunity for the lower classes to have a democratic voice in foreign affairs.


While Saudi Arabians may show some content in their domestic affairs in terms of social benefits such as education and health care provided by oil income, there is no real voice in foreign relations with other countries such as the U.S.  We can examine the FBI’s recent allegations that Saudi Arabia might have provided Al-Qaida.  While this may be a sensationalized story in the Western news media (and somewhat shattering to the coalition-building process as well), it may have been an example of higher-level elites looking for a means of giving money to families of the hijackers.  Whether this is true or not, it would be reasonable to say that something like this could possibly have occurred under the current system of government that Saudi Arabia has.


In Kuwait, there has been more political liberalization since the Gulf War, particularly in the realm of women’s involvement.  It has become easier for women to have a say in, as well as be represented in the government.  Under the current Saudi regime, this sort of non-elitist representation does not exist, which perhaps is detrimental to the Saudi role in the current coalition fighting against terrorism, particularly with the increased anti-Western backlash.  We might even be able to hypothesize that, given a liberalized and democratized system of government in Saudi Arabia, this backlash might be more tempered.


A political system would have almost minimal impact other than to establish a pre-existing democratic regime.  One flaw in the current system is that oil is a depletable resource.  In another fifty years it will be hard to predict another oil crisis like that in the 1970s.  Given the sustenance of the oil and whether Saudi Arabia will eventually face an oil shortage, this is a long-term problem that will eventually impact on the government.  When the people are given social benefits as part of their state income, they come to expect it out of their government.  The current monarchical system provides them with whatever they need.  When the government can no longer do this and taxation is necessary, there will be no system in place to supplant oil rents and social benefits of oil rent.  This will become problematic with one possible solution being the institutionalization of a representative, parliamentary type body.  “Although the immediate link between taxation and representative democracy well may not exist, as countless examples demonstrate, it is a fact that whenever the state essentially relies on taxation the question of democracy becomes an unavoidable issue, and a strong current in favour of democracy inevitably arises,” Luciani states (73).


The question is not whether the monarchy needs to be disposed of, since the monarchy holds the country together due to its evident size.  The large numbers within the royal family as well as the loyal elites would make the elimination of the monarchy just as problematic.  A representative body would be necessary though, in order for more social and ideological gains to be produced.

The Future of Rentier Politics in Saudi Arabia?


The only way that any form of stability in Saudi Arabian politics will come to be is by means of politicizing the current regime.  In order for reforms to take place, a coalition-based parliamentary system encompassing varying special interest groups would have to first be implemented.  In order for there to be just representation, there would have to be an elected government in order to provide some separation from the wide range of the monarchy and power elites.


One of the key problems of rentierism is that favours are not only given to those in the royal family, but to power elites with money as well.  These favours would have to be non-existent in the parliamentary body.  This would not only give the government more stability in the economic realm, but it would bring political and ideological representation into the decision making process as well.  By allowing more special interest groups to vocalize support in democracy rather than having the clergy directly involved in the monarchy’s ruling, it would allow the ulama the ability to be represented in this form of government while still adhering to the traditional Saudi monarchy.


In addition, representative government in Saudi Arabia would help prevent an incident such as Kuwait’s economic collapse.  Given more accountability in the government, a financial disaster could have potentially been averted.  Instead, the elites were able to manipulate the market, creating a ripple effect all the way down to the lower class people who were also continuing to write post-dated cheques.  In the instance of favouritism in Saudi Arabia, any economic crisis within the state would work its way from the top down.  In order to prevent this sort of disaster, there would need to be a representative government to serve as a check on the monarchy.


One of the reasons for a parliamentary system in a rentier state is to ensure that the balance of power is not shifted towards one person, or multiple elites, as is the case in Saudi Arabia.  This would also allow for more temperate political dialogue among the middle and lower class people who are politically marginalized by not having a say in their government.  The lack of a monarchical check is currently evident by the fact of the recent allegations of the Saudi money trail being tracked towards Al-Qaida hijackers.  A political body holds the ruler accountable for where the money is allocated.  While Luciani argues that allocation states such as Saudi Arabia and Kuwait don’t need democracies, just expenditure policies, this could not be further from the truth (74).  As the world has become more globally interconnected, the voice of democracy has become increasingly more necessary.  Its ramifications both internally and externally play an important part in political dialogue.  We could look at the United Arab Emirates or Bahrain as examples of attempts to eliminate corruption among the ruling class as well.


One of the main problems Saudi Arabia faces with a lack of democratic political representation lies in the ephemeralism of the oil resource itself.  As a natural resource, the inevitability of oil supplies lasting forever is none and as an individual country, that supply will be even smaller.  We can conclude that there will be a time in which the rentier benefits will no longer be affordable.  Currently, the massive population increase has made it harder for the government to hand out these benefits without incurring revenue expenditures itself.  With the prospect of a U.S.-led war against Iraq looming in the distance, the Saudi Arabian economy will likely end up facing a setback.  If the masses revolt against the monarchy, there will be no effective representative body in place.


Rentierism developed as a means to give back benefits to the people however, there will be a time at which these benefits will no longer be available due to declining GDP and representation will be necessary for the people.  Without that system in place, the future of the Saudi people will perhaps come to temporary turmoil.  When crisis becomes more prevalent, this might not be as easily solvable.  “…A modernizing monarch should be expected to promote democratization and gradually evolve into a ceremonial head of state in the northern European tradition,” Luciani writes.  “Yet these monarchs and ruling families, although they love modern technology and use computers and jets, have apparently no intention of sharing their power or changing their role” (77).
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